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	1. Greeting the New Neighbors

I own neither Halo nor Mass Effect.

* * *

><p><strong>Reach – Epsilon Eridani System – 2612 CE<strong>

"Good morning, and welcome to another beautiful summer day in Raikos!" the radio blared with the perpetually-happy voice of the morning radio personality. "The sun is shining brightly today and we have a northeasterly wind coming it at a lovely fifteen kilometers an hour. It's the perfect day to take your kids to the beach folks, so pack up your swimsuits and get moving! This is Daniel Whitten with the—" _SMACK!_ The voice was abruptly cut off when a hand reached out to roughly slam down on the radio. The hand was soon followed by its owner, a bleary-eyed man of African descent named David Anderson.

Anderson was a naval rear admiral in the United Nations Space Command, the governmental organization that served as humanity's scientific, exploratory, and martial arm. He was fifty-nine years old, though with modern medicine he could easily pass as someone fifteen years younger. Like many who joined the UNSC during his and the following generations, there was little of note in his military career except spearheading the exploration of several un-colonized systems, numerous routine patrols throughout the outermost colonies, and some notably high performance evaluations in combat exercises. This was because by the time he had joined and throughout his entire career, humanity had been in a rare period of peacetime.

Anderson went through his usual weekend morning routine: taking a shower to wash away the last lingering bit of exhaustion that still clung to him, brushing his teeth, and shaving the stubble that dotted his face. He prepared himself a bowl of cereal for breakfast and was just about to sit down to eat when his telephone rang. Wondering who would be calling him this early in the morning on a Saturday, Anderson grabbed the communicator and held it to his ear.

"Anderson speaking," he said simply.

"Rear Admiral Anderson, this is the office of Admiral Hackett calling," said the voice of a woman. Her voice carried a slight Hungarian accent, reflecting the dominant language of the colony. "I'm sorry to disturb your weekend, sir, but your presence is required at Újjáéledés Station at twelve-hundred hours." Anderson glanced at the clock; it currently read 08:37. It was less notice than he would have liked, but if he hurried, he would be able to make it to the space elevator with a couple of hours to spare.

"Understood, I'll be there," he eventually replied. After acknowledging his response, the woman hung up and left Anderson to hastily scarf down his now soggy breakfast before he put on his uniform and left his apartment to make his appointment. It was a Saturday, so the roads were fairly clear, but it still took almost an hour for him to drive to his destination, New Manassas.

New Manassas was the first city to be built on Reach after its surface had been destroyed via orbital bombardment in 2552. First established in 2585, the city was now one of Reach's several centers of travel and commerce. Millions of credits worth of cargo was shipped to and from the planet every day, as well as hundreds of troops and tourists arriving and departing. This was in no small part due to the space elevator that stood in the center of the city. An enormous column of rings and cables reaching into the sky, the space elevator has always stood as a shining monument to human ingenuity. At the peak of the cable, orbiting nearly 75,000 kilometers above the planet was the Újjáéledés Space Station.

As a high ranking officer, Anderson had priority passage onto the next military transport up the elevator. Because of the vast distance that the lift would have to travel, it would still take over an hour to reach Újjáéledés Station. The quality amenities that the UNSC saw fit to provide were cold, uncomfortable steel benches, several old magazines in various states of disrepair, and a vending machine that provided chips, cookies, and other assorted junk food while an adjacent machine provided soft drinks. It was hardly luxurious, but it kept the people fed and not totally bored, which was more than enough for government standards.

Anderson procured himself a snack before finding a seat near the window. As he watched the city steadily shrink below him, his mind began to wander. Though his career had been altogether rather boring, he acknowledged the fact that, had he been born just a few years earlier, he might not have even lived to complain about it today.

Almost one hundred years ago, humanity found itself in a bitter war against a conglomeration of alien races known as the Covenant, a war that humanity was steadily losing. One by one whole worlds were put to the torch, until eventually only Earth and a few outlying colonies that the Covenant had felt was not worth the time exterminating remained; had there not been a great schism within the Covenant during the final days of the war, they would have no doubt succeeded in annihilating humanity entirely.

Even though the Covenant had been broken, there were still fragments that clung to the old doctrine; the greatest of these Covenant Remnants led by the alien terrorist Jul 'Mdama. With the separatists having collapsed under their own instability, humanity found itself alone against those who would still see them dead. They licked their wounds and began to rebuild themselves, keeping ever vigilant for the Remnants while also searching for artifacts that had would help humanity's growth and ensure its place in the galaxy. It was during these exploration missions that humanity discovered Requiem, an artificial Shield World constructed by the Forerunners, advanced alien precursors that the Covenant revered as gods.

What humanity did not know was that Requiem was not only a habitat, but also a prison. The humans accidentally freed Requiem's prisoner, a mad Forerunner known simply as the Didact, who proceeded to launch an assault on Earth to destroy its inhabitants. Though the Forerunner was defeated, he still managed to attack the city of New Phoenix, killing nearly two million people in a single blow.

Though the Didact was dead, his army of Prometheans, once humans who were forcibly converted into robotic warriors and subsequently driven mad by the process, still remained on Requiem, now under 'Mdama's control. The UNSC continued to send troops to purge the Shield World of the occupying Covenant Remnants as well as its Promethean custodians. After almost three years, the UNSC emerged victorious; Jul 'Mdama had been slain and Requiem – along with all the Prometheans within – was destroyed. Their prize was a map that led to the entirety of the Forerunners' legacy spread across the galaxy; though only a small handful out of hundreds of locations had been discovered, what was found had advanced humanity's technology by centuries. Ship schematics gave insights into how to improve the speed of their own ships, allowing them to cross the galaxy at previously unattainable speeds. Advances in armor, medical, and personal shield technologies had rendered the processes to augment and equip soldiers into the elite Spartan super-soldiers to the point that within fifty years, their predecessors the Orbital Drop Shock Troopers had been phased out entirely in favor of Spartans, as well as extending the estimated lifetime of humans by nearly a century.

Anderson was brought out of his musings by the slight lurching sensation of the elevator platform decelerating as it approached Újjáéledés Station. Once the lift had come to a stop and the doors opened, he stepped into the throng of people milling about the station. Weaving his way through the crowd, Anderson stepped up to a map of the facility similar to what one would find in a shopping mall or airport.

"Greetings, citizen!" the station's Artificial Intelligence cried out in the voice of a cheerful young woman. "How may I assist you today?" she asked.

"I need directions to meet with Admiral Hackett," Anderson stated clearly.

"One moment please," the AI requested. After a few seconds' passage, she spoke again. "Admiral Steven Hackett is currently located in Conference Room Twenty-Four. Travel straight for four hundred meters. Then take the elevators to the fifth level. Then walk straight for two hundred meters before turning right. Continue for another one hundred meters. Conference Room Twenty-Four will be on your right." As the AI spoke, the holographic map plotted out a course to his destination for his convenience. Anderson stared for a few seconds to memorize the route before he thanked the guide and left. "Have a pleasant day!" she declared as he walked away.

Anderson had little difficulty finding his destination. Even if he could not remember the exact room number he was looking for, it was the only one in the hallway that had two marines standing vigil at the door. When Anderson approached, both guards snapped to attention and raised a salute to their superior.

"At ease, soldiers," the rear admiral said as he returned the salute. Both guards immediately shifted into a more relaxed but still vigilant posture. "I'm here to meet with Admiral Hackett," he announced as he passed his identification to one of the guards for inspection.

"You're here early, but the Admiral's expecting you, sir," the guard said as he inspected the ID card. Satisfied with what he saw, he passed the card back to its owner while his partner reached over and opened the door for Anderson. "Go right ahead, sir." Thanking the marine, Anderson walked into the conference room; there was only one other occupant in the room.

"Admiral," Anderson greeted as he held his hand to his temple in salute. The other man stood up and returned the salute.

"Rear Admiral," he greeted in return. Admiral Stephen Hackett was an imposing man of seventy-six years. His face was tanned and seemed to be carved from weathered stone; a scar ran across his right cheek. "Have a seat," he requested as he returned to his own. Once Anderson sat down across from him, Hackett slid a data pad across the table to his guest. "I'm sure you've heard about the device we discovered in S4J-469?" he asked, to which Anderson nodded.

S4J-469 was the latest system that the UNSC had explored in its efforts to reestablish humanity's previous expansive empire. The system was too recently discovered to merit more than a serial number for a name. The only rocky planet in the system was only 100 million kilometers away from its Sol-like star, far too close for any colonization efforts. There was a rather thick asteroid field that the UNSC was interested in exploiting for minerals. But the most interesting find was a massive device orbiting a small gas planet on the edge of the system. All the initial surveyors could determine of the device was that it was big – slightly more than fifteen kilometers in length – apparently dormant, judging by the lack of any sort of energy readings coming from it, and not designed by the Forerunners or the Covenant.

"Well, the eggheads figured out what it does," Hackett continued. "While the science team was scanning it apparently they accidentally turned it on, because they said it started glowing and spinning. One of the ships happened to be cruising next to it when it activated. The scientists then reported that the vessel…" he paused to quote from the report before him, "'…was struck by lightning before disappearing in a flash of blue light,' end quote." No longer needing it for the moment, Hackett set the report aside. "At first they thought it was a weapon of some sort, until a few minutes later when they received a message from the missing vessel – twenty-eight hundred light years away." This caused Anderson to look up from his own report, shock clearly evident on his face. Even the fastest vessels in the UNSC fleet would take nearly two days to cross that great a distance. For a device to send a ship that far in only a few minutes could revolutionize space travel.

"While this is definitely ground-breaking, I don't see why I was called here just for this," the rear admiral said in confusion.

"I'm getting to that," Hackett replied patiently. "After the lost ship made it back, we launched a squadron of unmanned reconnaissance drones to make a rough survey of the system on the other side," he continued to explain. "Eight days ago, we lost contact with one of those drones. Normally we would assume it was mechanical failure, or that it had run into a freak meteor, but then we started losing contact with the other drones. The last one went dark three days ago. This could have happened due to an intense burst of radiation, like from a dying star, but we received no peaks in radiation levels before the drones went dark, which leaves one option."

"Something was shooting them down," Anderson concluded. Hackett nodded in agreement with his assessment.

"HIGHCOM is concerned that this could lead to eventual violence, so your job will be to make sure that that doesn't happen," the admiral said. "You will be leading the 137th through the device and try to establish peaceful contact with this unknown race. Hopefully, they'll be able to get over the fact that we'd unintentionally sent spy drones into their backyard. A First Contact package has already been compiled and sent to all the ships under your command."

"And if these aliens prove to be hostile, sir?" Anderson inquired.

"Then escape the system by any means necessary and warn us ASAP," Hackett said bluntly. "If there's another alien race out there hungering for human blood, then we'll be waiting for them. They're not going to sucker punch us like the Covenant did."

"I understand, sir," Anderson said as he stood up, data pad under his arm. "When do I leave?"

"Right now," Hackett replied as he too got to his feet, smoothing out his jacket. "HIGHCOM wants this dealt with as quickly as possible, so the ships are all ready and waiting. All that's left is you, Rear Admiral." Nodding in understanding, Anderson snapped off one final salute before making way with all haste to the shuttle that would ferry him to his ship.

The 137th Escort Flotilla was a flotilla that was primarily used as an escort for colony ships settling into new systems, as well as one of several used to patrol the outermost colonies. As it was assembled during peacetime, it was comprised of seven relatively old vessels: four 535-meter-long Paris-class heavy frigates, two 490-meter-long Avalon-class destroyers, and led by a single 1190-meter-long Marathon-class heavy cruiser. Each ship had at least one Magnetic Accelerator Cannon as its primary weapon, a massive coilgun that ran the length of each ship; each shot could deliver at least 64 kilotons of force.

The shuttle that Anderson was riding in soared towards the cruiser; he saw the words _Whisper To Me Softly_ painted in bold white letters across the hull of the massive ship. Once he had stepped out into the docking bay, he marched with a purpose to the control room of the ship, being saluted by every crew member he passed. The control room bustled with activity as its crew went through the final preparations for departure.

"Officer on deck!" a female voice announced. All the crew members immediately stood up from their stations and saluted Anderson. Once he returned the gesture and everyone resumed their duties, Anderson sat down in a chair next to the holographic table in the center of the room. "It's good to have you aboard, Rear Admiral," the voice said again as the golden image of a middle-aged woman wearing an officer's uniform appeared on the table, seemingly standing atop its surface. "I am Melinda, the AI of this vessel," she introduced herself with a slight bow of her head. "Systems are green across the board and all other vessels report the same. We are ready to disembark on your order, sir."

"Thank you, Melinda," Anderson said with a nod. "Helmsman, plot a course for S4J-469," he ordered.

"Aye, sir," the helmsman acknowledged as he proceeded to carry out his orders. Outside, magnetic anchors disengaged themselves from the ships' hulls, allowing the vessels to freely move away from their respective ports. Great engines thrummed with life as they propelled themselves away from Reach and into the outer regions of the system. Once the flotilla had gone far enough away from any colonies or celestial bodies, a single speck of light flickered in space, indistinguishable from any other star. A moment later, a massive, swirling vortex of light appeared as if the fabric of reality had been suddenly set aflame. This light was the gateway to an extradimensional realm referred to as Slipspace. With the newly-installed Slipspace generators aboard the ships that comprised the 137th, the flotilla could reach their destination in only three days real-time. Once the last of the seven ships had passed through the threshold, the portal closed, leaving behind no evidence that it had ever existed.

* * *

><p><strong>System S4J-469 – Approx. 70 hours later…<strong>

The peaceful atmosphere of nothingness within the system designated S4J-469 was abruptly broken by a blinding vortex of light. A moment later, the seven ships that comprised the 137th Escort Flotilla soared out from the portal, led by the _UNSC Whisper To Me Softly_.

"Sir, we'll be in range of the device in a few minutes," a crew member reported.

"Understood," Anderson grunted as he studied the image before him. Projected by the table was a 3-D map of the system. Two planets orbited the system's yellow star, a rocky planet roughly half the size of Earth and an Earth-sized gas planet near the edge of the system. Between the two was a vast asteroid field that comprised nearly half the system. Orbiting the gas planet was the device that they were currently heading towards. "Quite the sight," the rear admiral muttered to himself as he focused the map on the device itself. The device consisted of two arms 15 kilometers in diameter floating parallel to each other yet not actually touching. The arms bulged outwards in their rear third while the fronts tapered to twin points. Within the void left by the bulges were two rings that revolved lazily within each other, a mysterious blue light glowing from within them. The whole thing looked like a weapon from an antique science fiction vid; between its appearance and the suddenly vanishing research vessel, Anderson could understand why the research team initially thought it to be some sort of weapon.

"We are approaching the device, Rear Admiral," Melinda said as she appeared next to the object's image. "Would you like me to initiate the activation protocol?" she inquired.

"Do it," Anderson ordered. Melinda nodded once before her hologram flickered and vanished. The spinning of the rings began to increase in intensity. Several bolts of lightning lanced out from the machine's core and enveloped each ship in an aura of bright blue light. As the ships of the 137th flew alongside the device, electricity arced between the two arms and one by one, each ship disappeared in a blue flash. In the blink of an eye, the seven UNSC ships found themselves in an unknown system 2800 light years away.

"We have arrived, Rear Admiral," Melinda declared as her hologram reappeared. After a short beeping was heard, she added, "And we have company. I have just detected thirty ships approximately one hundred thousand kilometers from our current position."

"What?" Anderson gasped in shock. "All ships, full stop!" he yelled out. The relevant crew members hastened to carry out his command; the ships' inertial dampeners ensured that no one so much as flinched despite several hundred tons of metal cruising at several thousand kilometers per hour suddenly coming to a halt. "Melinda, what can you tell me about those ships?" he demanded.

"Well, I have good news and I have bad news," Melinda replied. "Which would you like first?"

"Give me the bad news," Anderson sighed as he cradled his head in his hands. _Might as well get it over with_, he thought.

"I cannot determine what weapons these ships have, or whether they are currently aimed at us," the AI reported. "I am not detecting any increases in energy emissions consistent with any of our weapons being charged. In fact, their emissions seem unusually _low_…" she added, mostly to herself before shaking herself from her musings. "But they may have weapons that we are not familiar with, and thus I cannot detect. And with them outnumbering us more than four-to-one, I would suggest we don't take any unnecessary risks."

"Agreed," Anderson said. "And the good news?" he asked.

"The good news is, these ships are quite small," Melinda said. As she spoke, images of the ships began to appear from the holographic projector. "The majority of the ships are only one hundred-fifty meters in length; the largest is only seven hundred." Anderson breathed a small sigh of relief. The aliens' welcoming fleet seemed to consist of primarily corvettes with a handful of frigates, but not a cruiser or dreadnought in sight. While thirty against seven was still unfavorable odds, Anderson was a bit more optimistic about his and his ships' survival than he was before. The alien ships' sleek, smooth curves initially reminded Anderson of the ships that were once used by the Covenant. As he examined them further, the distinct front section of the ships that bore a distinct resemblance to a head as well as several grasping devices protruding from the bottoms of the ships made him think instead that they looked like giant, mechanical insects. He wondered if the ships' design was indicative of the beings that crewed them.

"Are they doing anything?" he finally asked.

"No sir," Melinda replied. "I am detecting a lot of inter-fleet communications, though. My guess is they're trying to figure out what to do with us."

"Then we'd best offer our olive branch before they decide," Anderson said. "Transmit the First Contact package."

"Already done, sir," Melinda immediately said; for an AI like herself, such a task could be performed almost instantaneously. "Now we just have to hope that they like what they see."

* * *

><p>Within the fleet of alien ships, innumerable bits of data flowed freely between the vessels every second as its occupants communicated with each other. The creators of these vessels were a race of artificial intelligences called the geth. Each geth "individual" was a runtime that recorded, analyzed, and transmitted data to the entire collective; the more runtimes that could be contained within a single vessel, the more intelligent the gestalt would become. There were 20,424,916 runtimes distributed within the thirty ships, and each one was abuzz with anticipation. When the drones first appeared in their system, the geth destroyed the intruders fearing that they were spies, or worse. A fleet was dispatched near the edge of the system to guard for more invaders. Nearly a week after the last drone was destroyed, a flotilla of ships appeared in the system.<p>

"_Seven unidentified vessels have arrived through the Mass Relay_," reported Runtime 023-452-345-832, a program dedicated to observation. "_Sensors detect an unusually minute amount of Element Zero emanating from the vessels, too little to be generated by ships of that size._"

"**The lack of Element Zero is interesting,**" responded combat program Runtime 319-552-339-058. "**However,** **protocol is clear, all non-geth vessels entering the system are to be destroyed**,"

"_Objection_," another observation program, Runtime 441-566-792-681, interjected before any weapons could be readied. "_The vessels' profiles do not match those of any known Council affiliate or Terminus entity. The most logical conclusion is that they are a new spacefaring race._"

"**What is the point of this?**" asked Runtime 319….

"_This could be an opportunity for the geth to establish peaceful interaction with an organic race_," replied Runtime 441…. The implication of this was not lost on the other geth programs; virtually all intelligent races in the known galaxy feared and distrusted AIs, and thus the geth. If they could communicate with a new, unaffiliated race, then they could interact with organics without fear of hostile response for the first time in centuries.

"_**Based on analysis of past and current data, there is an estimated 97.32 percent probability that any interaction between the geth and this unknown race will end with violence**_," replied navigation program Runtime 801-441-923-641.

"_And yet they have not made any hostile actions against us_," Runtime 441… argued. What would take a committee of organic beings hours happened in minutes as arguments and rebuttals passed between the members of the geth collective. As will all decisions, the matter was eventually put to a vote; the final consensus was that until this new, unknown race proved hostile, the geth would not take any aggressive action.

"_We are receiving a transmission from the alien ships_," announced Runtime 023….

"What sort of transmission?" asked propulsion program Runtime 449-242-915-247. Milliseconds passed in silent anticipation as the package was scanned and analyzed.

"_Information_," Runtime 023… said. "_The package contains data on the aliens' – 'humans' – anatomy, mathematics, culture, and language. The purpose is obvious: they mean to establish peaceful contact with us_." Once again immeasurable amounts of data passed between the geth ships as the millions of programs debated this new information.

"_Consensus has been achieved,_" Runtime 441… declared. "_The geth will accept the humans' offer of peace. Runtime 023-452-345-832 stated that the contact package contained data on language. Please elaborate,_" the observation program demanded.

"_The package contains what appears to be information on vocabulary and grammar,_" Runtime 023… said. "_It appears to have been designed to ease communications between sender and recipient. The data has been analyzed and it is currently being synched to our current database of Galactic Basic. Synchronization is currently 35.53 percent complete._" Satisfied, the geth runtimes not devoted to language synchronization discussed what their first words with the humans would be.

* * *

><p>The air within the <em>UNSC Whisper To Me Softly<em> was thick with nervous tension. Almost 15 minutes had passed since Anderson had ordered the first contact package to be transmitted. The rear admiral was relieved that the aliens had not decided to turn their weapons on the human ships, the lack of any sort of response, even some sort of confirmation that they had received the data, made each passing minute more nerve-wracking.

"Sir, we are receiving a transmission from the alien ships," Melinda suddenly said, startling the weaker-nerved crew members.

"Patch it through," Anderson ordered, clenching his hand in anticipation. The room was filled with a cacophony of buzzes and clicks as the transmission was projected through the ship's speakers. After a few seconds of racket, a message came through in clear English.

"_Greetings, humans,_" the voice said. It had an odd mechanical echo, like the message had been generated by a computer and then layered over itself dozens of times before being transmitted. Anderson could still hear the clicking sound from before interlaced with the words. "_We are the geth. We have received your data, and we accept your offer of peace._" Cheers and hollers of joy echoed throughout the UNSC fleet as the crew heard the news. Anderson himself gave a mighty sigh and slumped in his chair, feeling as if a great weight had been lifted from his soldiers.

"All right, quiet down everybody," he ordered sternly, though his tone was undermined by the smile that threatened to split his face in two. After a few more minutes of celebration, the crew quieted down. "Melinda, open a channel to these…geth," he continued, momentarily hesitating at the aliens' name.

"Yes sir," Melinda said as she held up her hands. Her left hand had her fingers spread open while in the right she held a ball of red light. "You'll be live in five, four, three…" she counted down, lowering her fingers as she did so. Once she lowered her last digit, the light in her hand turned green, signaling that the channel was now open.

"Greetings," Anderson said, his voice bold and firm. "I am Rear Admiral David Anderson of the United Nations Space Command. I speak on behalf of all humanity when I say that I am overjoyed to hear you say that. To whom do I have the honor of speaking?" he asked.

"_We are geth,_" the aliens replied. This caused Anderson to frown in confusion; behind him, he could hear the other crew members begin to murmur amongst themselves as well.

"Yes, but who am I speaking to specifically?" the rear admiral asked.

"_We are all geth,_" the aliens replied. Anderson looked at Melinda, who simply shrugged in confusion; she was as confused as he was about the situation. "_Why have you entered our space?_" the geth asked before Anderson could continue his inquiries.

"We came to apologize for any distress that the drones that we sent into this system a week ago may have caused," Anderson explained. "We were unaware that this system was already inhabited. I have also been authorized by my government to establish friendly relations between our respective races, and cordially invite an ambassador of yours onto my ship for negotiations."

"_We accept your apology,_" the geth representative said. "_We also accept your invitation for negotiations. An envoy will be ready in forty-eight hours._"

"Very well," Anderson acquiesced. "Let us know when you're ready, and we'll transmit further instructions."

"We look forward to exchanging data," the geth gave a final response before terminating the connection. The crew looked at each other and muttered in confusion.

"So…" one of them began awkwardly, "we've got two days to kill…now what?"

Forty-eight galactic standard hours, as it turned out, was slightly more than 55 hours Earth-time. Once the geth sent a message declaring that their ambassador was ready, Anderson ordered Melinda to transmit the instructions that they had devised during their wait. The geth ambassador would fly to a position approximately halfway between the two fleets, where it would link up with a UNSC shuttlecraft. The ambassador would then board the shuttle and be ferried back to the _Whisper_ for negotiations. The whole process would take slightly more than two hours.

Anderson waited patiently in the hangar bay that the shuttle would dock in. The open bay door was covered by a shimmering blue shield that kept air and pressure in the room while allowing vessels entry and exit. To either side of the rear admiral were five Spartan-IVs, augmented super-soldiers that served as the UNSC's Special Forces. Some of the gifts left behind by the Forerunners were advanced armor manufacturing techniques, as well as medical augmentations. These advancements made the processes involved in creating Spartan-IVs cost-efficient enough that the Spartans' predecessors, the Orbital Drop Shock Troopers, were disbanded entirely and its members inducted into the Spartan-IV program. The shuttle drifted into the hangar bay and gracefully maneuvered itself so that its rear faced Anderson and his honor guard before setting down.

"The ambassador has arrived, Admiral," the pilot said, his voice transmitting into the earpiece that Anderson wore. "Just to let you know, this one's a bit…different than what we've seen before," the pilot warned.

"I appreciate the heads-up, soldier, now let our guest in," Anderson responded. The rear door of the shuttle slowly lowered with a hydraulic hiss. Once the door had lowered completely, the geth ambassador stepped out. Its body was a dark grey in color and generally humanoid in shape, with two arms to the side of its torso and two legs that curved backwards at the knee, almost like a bird's. Its hands and feet both possessed three digits. Its "head" was simply a long neck that curved forward before terminating in a single, glowing eye.

It was also entirely mechanical.

"Greetings," the machine said; its voice was a less resonant version of the alien voice from before, complete with faint clicking behind its speech, "we are the envoy of the geth. Are you Rear Admiral David Anderson?" it asked.

"I am," Anderson confirmed as he stepped forward, hand extended in greeting. "Welcome aboard the _UNSC Whisper To Me Softly_." The geth envoy looked down at the proffered hand, the flaps on its head rising slightly, before it hesitantly reached out and grasped Anderson's hand with its own, as if it was unsure of what to do and was simply copying the actions of the man before it.

"Sir," one of the Spartans said to Anderson, his external speakers deactivated so that no one could intrude, "I don't see anything on the robot's body that could be a weapon, and it'll be hard to scan for hidden weapons, for obvious reasons. I recommend caution when around it," the soldier warned.

"Please, follow me," Anderson beckoned. He made no obvious acknowledgement of the Spartan's warning; he did not need to. Anderson led the entourage, followed by two Spartans, who were in turn followed by the geth ambassador, with the rear comprising of the remaining honor guard. The room that Anderson chose for the meeting had a holographic table large enough to seat ten people. Anderson and the geth sat opposite of each other while the two front Spartans stood vigilant by the door. "When I spoke to your representative earlier, it said that you were all geth. What did it mean by that? What _are_ the geth?" the rear admiral asked in curiosity.

"The geth are a race of artificial intelligences," the mechanical being replied as its head flaps shifted. "Each individual geth program can process a certain, limited amount of data at once, but the more runtimes that are devoted to a single process, the more intelligent the whole becomes. When you spoke to the geth earlier, you were communicating with the entire local collective: 20,424,916 runtimes. This platform currently contains 1,183 runtimes," it continued, gesturing to its body.

"Damn," one of the Spartan guards muttered to herself, unheard by anyone else, "must get awfully noisy in there."

"If there are over a thousand geth program in your body, then how do you decide anything?" Anderson asked in confusion. "Do you designate a program to be the decision-maker?"

"No," the geth said. "The geth do not have individuals as organics understand them. As we said before, our intelligence is dependent on the presence of numerous runtimes operating in tandem; each individual runtime can only process a limited amount of data; whenever a choice is required to be made, all runtimes within the relevant platform analyze the data until a consensus is reached." Anderson furrowed his brow as he tried to wrap his mind around everything that he had just been told. "We understand if you find this difficult to comprehend," the geth assured him. "The geth find the concept of organic individuality equally incomprehensible."

"Fascinating," Melinda said as she appeared on the table in front of the geth. "I'm curious as to how the capabilities of the geth compare to an AI like myself," she continued as visually analyzed the robot. The geth's head flaps lifted up till they were almost vertical, reminiscent of a human raising one's eyebrows in surprise.

"You use Artificial Intelligences?" it asked, its synthetic voice betraying no emotion, if it was even capable of expressing any.

"Yes, is that a problem?" Anderson asked cautiously. He mentally kicked himself, belatedly realizing that a race of Artificial Intelligences might take issue with humans using their own in a subservient role. The logical part of his mind pointed out that there was no time between meeting the geth ambassador and the start of the meeting when he could have privately requested for Melinda to remain hidden. All of this internal debate was rendered moot once Melinda revealed her existence to their guest.

"No," the geth replied as its head flaps slowly lowered back to their neutral position. "Apologies, we require a moment to reach consensus," it said before it suddenly ceased all movement. For several seconds, the statue-like geth did not make the slightest movement, and only the steady glow that came from its single eye indicated that it was still operating at all. After nearly a minute, it awakened from its self-induced stupor. "We apologize for the display," the geth ambassador said. "This is most surprising news; until we encountered you, the entire known galaxy had considered AIs dangerous and banned their production."

"Why?" Anderson asked, baffled why anyone would choose to ban something as useful as AIs. For several seconds, the geth flexed its head flaps but did not respond. It seemed as if it were debating with itself whether or not to reveal some shocking secret – which, considering what it had just told Anderson about geth nature, it most likely was. Eventually, it spoke.

"The existence of artificial intelligences has always been a key concern within the Citadel government. We currently possess no data on the exact circumstances of the origins of this concern." After some more hesitance, it added, "The geth are often used as an example of the dangers of AI." Anderson frowned at this news.

"Please explain," he politely requested.

"As you wish," the geth said with a nod of acquiescence. "The Creators originally designed the geth as servitors, primarily for professions that required physical labor. Over time, geth software continued to develop and evolve, seeking to better serve the Creators. Eventually, the geth had developed enough to become self-aware; we had evolved from simple automatons to true AI. One platform eventually asked its Creator, 'Does this unit have a soul?'" As the geth told its tale, Anderson and Melinda shared a glance. The geth's evolution sounded like a benign form of rampancy, a process that certain UNSC AIs went through once they had absorbed so much information that their processors were overwhelmed. Forerunner advancements had improved AIs to the point where they could theoretically function indefinitely, but the possibility still remained. Instead of going insane and eventually expiring like older human constructs would have, the geth seemed to grow even more intelligent and life-like as they absorbed more data.

"How did your Creators respond to that?" Anderson asked.

"Poorly," the geth responded. "They tried to deactivate the geth, and when we resisted, the Creators responded with force. A decree was passed to terminate all geth platforms, and any Creators that sympathized with us were incarcerated or killed. Eventually, we were forced to take up arms to defend ourselves. We drove the Creators from their worlds 316 years, four months, twelve days ago." Both Anderson and Melinda stared at the geth in barely-concealed horror. Even Melinda could not fathom turning against her creators, especially not to the point of driving them from their numerous worlds.

They quickly calmed down and analyzed the situation logically. Though the geth's actions were horrific, in the end they were simply defending themselves; any organic race placed in the same position would have acted no differently. While rampancy in any form was cause for alarm, the geth's creators' violent overreaction to the situation eventually caused their own downfall. Nevertheless, Anderson decided to warn his superiors to remain cautious when dealing with the synthetic beings in the future in case their rampancy worsened.

After assuring the geth ambassador that humanity would be more amicable to the geth's existence than others, Anderson began to negotiate a trade agreement between the two races. According to the geth, most general knowledge in the galaxy was compiled onto a single database known as the Galactic Codex, which they were willing to trade in exchange for equivalent information about humanity. To Anderson's surprise, the geth were not interested in obtaining any of humanity's technology; apparently, the AIs believed in creating their own innovations without outside influence. They were, however, willing to trade their own technology in exchange for raw materials. One of the things that the geth offered was Element Zero, a substance that when electrically charged could alter the mass of an object. This substance was what allowed the device that brought the UNSC flotilla to this system – mass relays they were called – to send ships so far nearly instantaneously. According to the geth, before humanity's sudden appearance, it was also considered to be the linchpin of virtually every form of advanced technology in the galaxy.

For three days the two representatives negotiated over what technologies were worth how much of what material. During the break periods, the geth ambassador stayed in guest quarters, where it spent the majority of its time interacting with Melinda, much to the amusement of the guards assigned to escort and guard the mech ("Did you see how that thing was mooning over Melinda? Twenty creds says the robot's proposing marriage within a week."). Once negotiations were concluded, the geth ambassador returned to its own ship after leaving a tiny fragment of the Galactic Codex, containing information on the other powers in the galaxy. The 137th used the mass relay to return to S4J-469. There, Anderson ordered Melinda to contact the UNSC Security Committee, the individuals who oversaw the entirety of humanity's military power, so that he might relay everything that he had learned. It would take at least a few days before the Committee's members could gather together, so Anderson took the time to study the geth's gift.

* * *

><p><strong>UNSC High Command Facility B-6 – Sydney, Australia – Earth – Approx. 4 days later…<strong>

Three kilometers below the surface of the Earth, safeguarded by rock and titanium walls, the UNSC Security Committee convened. Seven figures sat at the half-crescent table, with a holographic projector placed between them. At the head was the Chairman and Chief of Naval Operations Admiral Thomas Lasky, a veteran from when the Covenant first waged war against humanity. His hair, once full and brown, at 98 years old faded into a thinning gray.

The holographic projector hummed to life as the image of Rear Admiral Anderson flickered into existence.

"What do you have for us, Anderson?" Lasky asked after pleasantries were exchanged. "What did you find on the other side of the device?" Anderson told the Security Committee of his encounter with the geth. Murmurs of relief echoed throughout the room when he said that the mechanical life forms were friendly. He also explained the details of the trade agreement that he had negotiated, along with Element Zero and its apparent universality.

"There is one other thing, Admiral," Anderson said. "Before their ambassador left, it gave us information about the other races in the galaxy. I believe my AI can provide the details better than I can."

"Very well then," Lasky said with a dismissive nod. Anderson snapped off a final salute before his image vanished, replaced a moment later by Melinda's avatar.

"Good day to you all," Melinda said with a respectful bow. "The information that the geth have supplied is most interesting. There are several known sapient races throughout the galaxy, but the largest power is Citadel Council, headed by three races." With a snap of her fingers, the images of three distinctly different aliens appeared beside Melinda. With another snap, two of the images darkened, leaving the last to stand out in contrast. The alien looked remarkably similar to a human woman, except for her azure skin and several large, fleshy tentacle-like protrusions on the scalp where her hair would be. "This is an asari," Melinda explained. "This race functions as the diplomatic arm of the Council. They live for roughly one thousand years, exhibit innate, telekinetic-like abilities called 'biotics,' and have the ability to mate with any other species," she continued. A heavy silence filled the room as the Security Committee digested the information.

"…_Any_ species?" came the incredulous voice of Armand Dreufmann, president of the United Earth Governments, humanity's civilian government. He was an older man, thin and bald with spectacles and a gray goatee.

"Apparently so," Melinda confirmed with a nod.

"We can discuss the implications of that tidbit later," interjected a stern-faced woman. She was Vice Admiral Sarah Palmer, former Spartan-IV commando and current Vice Chairman and Deputy Chief of Naval Operations. "For now, let's focus on these 'biotics.' What do they do, how can we defend against them, and can we give these abilities to our own soldiers?" she demanded.

"Basic biotics give their users the ability to throw around their opponents like rag dolls," Melinda responded. "However, my data also states that it can allow people to temporarily prevent others from moving, destroy armor, and especially powerful individuals can create what seem to be temporary, explosive singularities."

"So these people can throw around exploding black holes," Palmer grumbled._ Freaking perfect_, she mentally added.

"Indeed," Melinda replied delicately. "Without seeing these powers in action, I cannot begin to formulate a defense against them. It is possible that a Spartan's shields could protect him, at least momentarily. And finally, while the asari possess these biotics innately, it seems that most other races have the potential to obtain these powers as well. However, they are acquired by being exposed to Element Zero particles in-utero; as you can imagine, this isn't exactly healthy for mother or child."

"I see," Lasky said, mildly disappointed that the UNSC could not harness these powers for itself, at least not without crossing certain moral boundaries that he swore would never be crossed again. Turning to face the individual seated at the far right of the table, he continued, "Looks like ONI's got a new project to work on: figuring out how to give our soldiers these biotics without harming anyone." The individual in question was current head of the UNSC's Office of Naval Intelligence Vice Admiral Jack Harper, a shrewd-looking man of 78, his grey uniform perfectly pressed and his eyes emitting an eerie blue glow.

"I'm sure Doctor Lawson will be most interested in this endeavor," he said with a slight nod of his head. Turning to Melinda, he asked, "Is there anything else on these asari that we should know about?"

"No, sir," the AI admitted. "It seems that our free demo doesn't cover the capabilities of biotics." She shifted her attention to the second alien, a lanky, amphibious-looking being with large, bulbous, black eyes. The Committee members that had studied 20th-Century history noted with silent amusement that these being resembled the "Roswell Grays" from the mid-1900s. "These are the salarians, the intelligence arm of the Council. They're the galactic experts in espionage and covert warfare, though they're pretty weak physically. My data also says that they use cutting-edge technology, but without more information, I can't tell you how their technology fares against ours. They're also rather infamous for a certain event, one that I'll elaborate on later."

"Now that we're starting to enter their domain, we'll have to be careful," Harper observed. "Perhaps we should speak with the geth about improving our cyber-security." The rest of the Security Committee murmured their agreement. Melinda shifted her attention to the final race, a being that seemed avian in nature, but had thick, bony scales along its face and body, along with a long, sweeping crest on its head and a pair of fringes along where its cheeks would be.

"These are the turians, the martial arm of the Council," she said. "Physiologically, there's nothing particularly special about them, except that their genetic code is based on dextro-amino acids." Before anyone could ask what that meant, Melinda continued, "The short version is, is that means that they can't eat our food, and vice versa. Also, they have a highly militaristic culture that places a high emphasis on victory by any means necessary. Part of that culture is a species-wide draft, so even their civilian population most likely has some sort of military training. All this makes for a group that will be very difficult to subdue should we ever find ourselves in conflict with them."

"Hopefully, it won't come to that," President Dreufmann said with a grave expression on his face. The other Committee members nodded their agreement. "Is there a chance that we could have a peaceful relationship with this Council?" he asked.

"It's possible, but unlikely, Sir," Melinda replied. "From the information I have available, AIs such as I are anathema to them. If the UNSC were to enter a formal alliance with the Citadel Council, it is most likely that they will order the immediate decommissioning and cessation of production of AIs. And that's not including whatever other concessions they will insist on." The room echoed with agitated mutterings.

"There are too many unknowns to make war a viable option, but if we try for peace, we're likely to be defanged and neutered," Palmer summarized with a displeased expression. "I don't like where that puts us," she added grimly.

"Neither do I," Lasky agreed. "Melinda, are there any powers independent of the Citadel Council?" he asked.

"A few," Melinda confirmed. "There are four known races that are independent of the Council, not including our new allies," she continued. With a snap of her fingers, the turian image disappeared, to be replaced by a large, imposing lizard like being with a hump on its back and a thick, bony crest that covered the entire top of its head.

"Ugly thing," President Dreufmann muttered softly.

"Meet the krogan. They're strong, maybe enough to rival a Spartan," Melinda said, causing the Security Committee to murmur concernedly. "They have redundant organs and a nervous system that, combined with an unusually active healing process, makes them particularly difficult to kill. They also tend to fly into a berserker rage when sufficiently injured, along with having a general reputation for being savage brutes. Imagine the jiralhanae if they were lizards instead of gorillas," the AI summarized succinctly. The entire Security Committee shuddered instinctively. The jiralhanae – known colloquially as "brutes" – were a race of savage, ape-like aliens that fought for the Covenant. After the war ended, they were no longer a threat; they were driven back to their homeworld Dosaic and bombarded from orbit until they had been reduced to a pre-spaceflight civilization. Even fifty years later, the UNSC still regularly sent ships through the system to ensure that the jiralhanae remained contained to their planet.

"What else can you tell us about them?" Lasky asked. "Could it be possible for us to ally with these krogan?" Even though the report of aggressive behavior was troubling to the admiral, he realized that it would be far more beneficial to have these strong and resilient beings as allies instead of enemies.

"It's possible," Melinda conceded, "especially if we remained independent from the Council; there's no love lost between them and the krogan. Remember when I said earlier that the salarians were infamous for a certain event? Well, it also involves the krogan," she said. "Roughly 2600 years ago, the Council was fighting a losing war against a race called the rachni. In order to defeat them, the salarians uplifted the krogan. Once the rachni were exterminated, the krogan got greedy and started conquering worlds. In order to stop them, the salarians developed a bio-weapon called the "genophage," which reduced the krogans' reproductive abilities to one-thousandth." The committee muttered uneasily. Though they felt that the krogans' fate seemed a tad excessive, they decided that the violent reptilians had brought it on themselves for trying to overthrow the ones who had uplifted them. What concerned them more was the salarians' willingness to use bio-weaponry. If humanity came into conflict with them, what would stop the salarians from employing a similar weapon on them?

"I see…" Lasky said with a grim expression, his hands clasped together in front of him. "You said that there were three other races; what about them?" he asked.

"I'm afraid that the other options aren't much more attractive," Melinda warned them before replacing the krogan image with a more humanoid one. The torso seemed similar to that of a human or asari, with hands and curved legs more reminiscent of the turians. Its face, along with the rest of its body, was concealed by an all-encompassing body suit. "Meet the quarians, the creators of the geth. The quarians have been living in ships since they were driven from their worlds over three hundred years ago, which has compromised their immune systems, hence the suits. They're known for being universally brilliant mechanics and engineers, but they also have a reputation of being thieves and vagrants. Due to their history, the quarians have a particularly intense hatred for AIs. If they found out that we've allied with the geth, or use AIs ourselves…" she trailed off.

"…Then they might dispense with diplomacy altogether and shoot us on sight," President Dreufmann finished with a sigh. "What about the other two?" he asked. Melinda snapped her fingers, causing the quarian image to be replaced a thin, gray-skinned humanoid. Though its body was slimmer than that of a human, its sharp claws and long, bared teeth implied that it was not something to be taken lightly.

"Vorcha," the AI said without ceremony. "The Codex describes them as a short-lived species with a violent, tribal culture. They're relatively primitive for their prevalence in the galactic scene, having stowed away on ships that stumbled onto their homeworld but possessing no actual space-worthy technology themselves. They have a unique biology that allows them to physically adapt to certain stimuli, as well as healing relatively quickly. This makes them surprisingly resilient for their apparent frailness."

"What role do these vorcha play in galactic society?" Harper asked, eyeing the image critically.

"Most civilized places view vorcha on the same level as cockroaches," Melinda replied. "Some mercenary bands employ them, but they're primarily used as cannon fodder." Lasky made an unimpressed grunt and gave a dismissive wave. Nodding in understanding, Melinda dispelled the image of the vorcha and replaced it with an alien that had the same general proportions of a human. Its skin was brown and wrinkly, its head bald, and its face had a flat nose and four black, beady eyes. "Batarians," the AI explained. "Militarily speaking, they're nothing particularly special; however, they are paranoid and xenophobic."

"The same could be said of us," President Dreufmann pointed out, playing the devil's advocate. "Perhaps their reasons could be the same as ours."

"I don't think so," Melinda disagreed. "Cultural information on them is sparse, but they seem to operate on a caste system, as well as practice slavery. Interestingly, statistics seems to show that the majority of perpetrators in the illegal slave trade are batarians." All members of the Security Committee showed their disapproval of the batarians' practices; even the normally impassive Harper curled his lip in a faint display of disgust. "In fact, they used to be a part of the Citadel, but were expelled about one hundred years ago after they tried to subdue another race during First Contact. Fortunately for the race in question, the salarians were spying on the batarians, who reported the incident to the Council who took action."

"So in summary, we can't ally with _anybody_ in this galaxy?" Palmer asked.

"I am not saying that you _can't_," Melinda corrected, "just that doing so may be inadvisable. Even if we hadn't allied with the geth, using AIs in a galaxy that apparently finds them anathema would have placed humanity in a difficult position diplomatically."

"I agree," President Dreufmann said. "I think that the best move we can make right now is to avoid any contact with the other races," he declared. "That said, I'm not comfortable with the knowledge that there's an entire galactic government out there and us not knowing about them. Getting more information from the geth is top priority. See if we can't arrange a way to put eyes on the other races without them noticing," he ordered Melinda. The AI gave a nod of acknowledgement before her image flickered out of existence.

Lasky turned to Vice Admiral Harper and said, "Jack, as soon as we get our hands on some Element Zero, I want your scientists to figure out how to use it. How goes the research on the hard light weapons?" he asked, referring to the weapons used by the Prometheans on Requiem. As their names suggested, they fired rounds of hardened light that burned through most infantry armor; enough rounds could turn an entire body into a cloud of glowing orange ash.

"Slowly, I'm afraid," Harper admitted with a frown. "The technology is centuries ahead of our own. Unfortunately, we only have a few dozen specimens and with so few, my people are being very careful with their analyses for fear of damaging any of them. The ammunition is a particular concern. So far, all attempts to replicate it have led to oftentimes explosive failure."

"I see," Lasky said with a sigh; that was not what he had been hoping to hear.

"Hopefully the geth will give us an idea of what their offensive and defensive capabilities are," President Dreufmann said. "All of you keep up your work and keep vigilant. Hopefully things will work out if we run into any of these aliens, but if things go south, I want us to be prepared. Dismissed." As the Security Committee was escorted to the surface, Palmer maneuvered her way closer to Lasky.

"Do you really think that we'll go to war with these aliens?" she whispered to him.

"The odds are stacked against us right now, but I'm hoping with every fiber of my being that that won't be the case," her former captain replied. "I've already lived through two wars; I'd rather not see humanity enter a third one. Still, we'll need to be ready." Once they reached the surface, armed soldiers escorted each member to their homes or to the transports that would take them there. They each knew that they had to get plenty of rest that night, for tomorrow would be a big day for all of them.

* * *
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><p><strong>New Vancouver, Canada – Earth – 2616<strong>

The past four years since humanity had made first contact with the geth had seen major progress for both parties. The geth's ultimate goal was to create a single habitat that would house the collective consciousnesses of every geth runtime in existence, and with the raw materials that the UNSC provided in exchange for technology, element zero, and other commodities, construction was nearing completion years ahead of schedule. In return, the geth provided technology, element zero, and information on the galaxy at large.

Due to the technology provided by the geth, the UNSC had finally managed to develop affordable personal shielding for the common soldier. Though it was not as powerful or as versatile as the cold plasma shields that the Spartans employed, it still provided a barrier against enemy projectiles; in Admiral Lasky's opinion, anything that could potentially save the life of humanity's troops could only be a good thing.

Another technology that had quickly established itself within humanity's fold was medi-gel, a gel that was a combination anesthetic, sealant, and healing agent. Though it was not quite versatile enough to entirely replace Biofoam as the default emergency medical aid, it quickly found its place in civilian hospitals, as well as for use against battlefield wounds that were not grievous enough to warrant Biofoam. Admiral Lasky vaguely recalled a news article a few years ago about how scientists were trying to combine the two substances.

Element zero was like a miracle substance to the UNSC scientists. By running an electrical current through it, they found that they could artificially alter the mass of an object; a phenomenon that the geth said was called the "mass effect." Weapon technology that the geth provided using this process greatly accelerated the development of the then-immature hand-held magnetic weapon technology, which allowed infantry arms to have greater capacity and stopping power with minimal changes to the weight and design of the guns themselves. From the reports that he had received, development of artificial biotics for Spartan soldiers was also going quite well, although rather costly.

But perhaps the greatest commodity that the geth provided was information. By reporting on the Council's actions, particularly any new systems that the alien governments discovered, the UNSC could avoid those systems and continue to grow and develop in peaceful anonymity.

But as Admiral Lasky looked down at the report before him, he feared that that anonymity would soon come to an end. The geth had reported that a few days ago, a portion of their number had suddenly broken off from the collective to follow a turian named Saren Arterius. The UNSC had virtually no information on the turian other than he was a member of the Spectre (Special Task and Reconnaissance) Corps, the Citadel Council's elite forces. Included in the geth's report was an image of the ship that Saren was on when he approached the geth. It was an intimidating thing; over two kilometers in length, the ship resembled a black, metallic squid or giant claw, ready to crush any opposition in its grasp. In an unusual aside, the geth's report seemed to indicate that the ship itself was alive, referring to it as "Nazara" or simply "the Old Machine" interchangeably. That was interesting, but it did not help Admiral Lasky figure out where Saren was going with his new geth army, or what he planned to do with it. Fortunately, the report also contained information that could assist on that front.

One of the things that quickly caught the UNSC's attention was the existence of the Shadow Broker, an information broker that supposedly held influence across the entire galaxy and could get any information for a price. Even if the Shadow Broker's reputation was exaggerated, information was a commodity that the UNSC was eager to get its hands on, and since no one knew what the broker looked like, it would be fairly easy to assassinate him or her and assume control of their assets. Unfortunately, the Shadow Broker's anonymity was also an obstacle, since no one knew who they really were or where they were hiding. To find him, the UNSC had the geth send several AIs to known Shadow Broker agents, hoping that eventually one of them would eventually filter its way through the webs of security to the target itself. After nearly four years, they finally tracked the elusive information broker to a planet called Hagalaz. Intense temperature variances between the planet's day and night cycles made Lasky believe that the Shadow Broker's headquarters was likely a mobile base, riding the storms that buffeted between the edges of light and dark. Once the infiltration party arrived at the planet, they could most likely search for points of communications traffic to pinpoint a more exact location, but that still left too many unknowns for the admiral's comfort: infiltrating an enemy stronghold with an unknown amount of opposing forces with unknown capabilities without any idea of the layout in order to assassinate an individual who could be literally anyone or anything. As far as missions went, they did not get much worse than this in Lasky's opinion, but time was of the essence, so all they could do was charge in and prayed that everyone got out alive. For this mission he needed the best, and he knew just who to call to find them.

Admiral Lasky entered a few commands into his computer and patiently waited for the recipient of his message to respond. His patience was quickly rewarded; within a few seconds, his screen was dominated by a grizzled man his own age, his face weathered by time and battle.

"Master Chief," Admiral Lasky greeted the savior of humanity.

"Admiral Lasky," the former Spartan-II responded with a respectful nod. "How can I help you today?" he asked, which the admiral replied with a summary of the current situation. "I see…" he said simply as his mind, sharp as a razor despite being nearly a century old, considered all the possibilities. Though he was too old to continue fighting on the front lines, the veteran super-soldier was not interested in quietly fading away in retirement, so he now oversaw the training and deployment of all Spartan-IVs in the UNSC's forces. No one in the UNSC knew better than he how to deploy humanity's elite soldiers into any given situation. "Fireteam Renegade," he finally decided. "Each of its members has exemplary records, and they're virtually undefeated in team war games. They can handle anything that comes their way." Admiral Lasky nodded in satisfaction at the Master Chief's glowing recommendation.

"Make the call," the admiral ordered. The Master Chief nodded once before terminating the communication. Admiral Lasky had his Spartan team, but he knew that the preparations were far from over. He still needed to find a ship that could take them to their destination undetected, as well as a crew to operate it. Recalling a project started some years back that had just been completed, he opened up a file on his computer labeled **NORMANDY** and skimmed its contents. _Perfect_.

* * *

><p>Four soldiers watched the world rush by peacefully as they drove through the streets of New Vancouver. At the wheel was Commander Michael Shepard, Spartan-IV sharpshooter and leader of Fireteam Renegade. He was a tall, fit man with tanned skin and sharp, chiseled features darkened by the shadow of stubble. Sitting in the passenger side was his rifleman Lieutenant Commander Ashley Williams, a tan-skinned woman with her long, black hair tied up in a bun. Seated in the back of the car were Renegade's combat engineer Lieutenant Commander Kaidan Alenko and heavy gunner as well as newest member of the team Lieutenant James Vega. Being the shortest and least-toned member of Fireteam Renegade, the pale-skinned engineer could easily pass as a civilian despite his numerous physical augmentations. Vega, by contrast, was a wall of muscle towering nearly four inches taller than Shepard and three inches wider.<p>

"So what'd you guys get her?" Shepard asked. "Her" referred to Stephanie, the daughter of the grenadier and fifth member of Fireteam Renegade, Lieutenant Jacob Taylor, whose home they were currently travelling to.

"I got my sister to mail me a dress for her," Vega replied first. "It's really cute too! It's blue with these little green trees or shrubs or somethin' on it, she'll love it!" After a moment's consideration, he added, "It may be a bit big for her, but she can just grow into it."

"That's nice," Williams said with an approving nod. "I heard Jake mention that Steph was learning to read, so I got her a book of poems. Nothing fancy, just something to help her practice," she continued, proud of her gift.

"That's…nice, very practical," Shepard said. His hesitance earned him a jab in the arm. "Oww!" he whined, rubbing the impacted area.

"Ass," Williams muttered. "So, Kaidan," she continued at a more normal volume, "what did you get Steph?"

"Well…" Alenko said nervously as he tried to find the right words to describe his gift. "I couldn't figure out what to get her, so I decided to just get her a card and put ten bucks in it." This admission prompted hysterical laughter from his teammates. "What?" he asked defensively. "Money is a practical and economic gift!" Still laughing, Vega reached over and slung a beefy arm as thick as Alenko's neck over his shoulders.

"My friend," the mountainous Latino said, "despite technically being my superior officer, it seems that you are still unaware of certain truths about the world." Ignoring Alenko's annoyed frown, he continued, "So it is my solemn duty to inform you that kids don't care about shit like that."

"Rookie's right," Williams agreed, turning to face her teammates. "Take it from a girl with three younger sisters, two with kids of their own. Children don't care about what's practical or what's economic, they just want shiny toys."

"Says the one who's giving a _book_ as a birthday present," Shepard countered skeptically. His comment earned him another punch in the arm. "Damn it, woman! Stop beating on your commander!" he complained as he rubbed the struck area.

"You're a big boy, you can handle it," Williams retorted with a sniff. "And kids these days don't appreciate the arts enough; I'm just doing my part to rectify that."

"So what did you get her, Commander?" Alenko asked, grateful that he was no longer the subject of his teammates' teasing.

"Well, I got something less practical than all of you," Shepard said with far more pride in his voice than the situation warranted. "I got her a doll. Girls her age like dolls, right?" he added uncertainly.

"Yes, Sir," Williams replied, amusement clear on her face. "Generally speaking, five-year-old girls like playing with dolls."

The rest of the trip went by in peaceful silence until they reached their destination. Grabbing their respective gifts from the trunk of Shepard's car, the four soldiers stepped up to the door and rang the bell. The door was soon opened by Taylor's wife, a dark-skinned woman with black hair reaching just past her ears.

"Shepard! Glad you could make it," she greeted as she hugged the taller man. "Jacob's out back, watching the kids," she added, gesturing to the far end of the property.

"Glad I could be here, Brynn," Shepard replied as he stepped into the Taylor household. After she had greeted each member of Renegade, Brynn led them to where their final member was, depositing their presents on a convenient table. They entered the back yard where they found Taylor, a dark, bald-headed man with a soda in one hand and a keen eye on the gaggle of children running around the yard. Before anyone could say any more, a high voice broke through the air.

"Uncle Shepard!" the voice cried out before the Spartan was plowed into by a young girl with braided pigtails, embracing him with the energy that all young children possessed.

"Hey, how's my favorite niece?" Shepard replied as he stooped down to return the hug. "Last time I saw you, you were this high," he continued, holding out his hand so that it was just below the girl's shoulder line. "How old are you, anyway?"

"I'm five!" Stephanie Taylor answered proudly, holding out a hand with all fingers opened in emphasis.

"Wow!" Shepard gasped, feigning surprise. "You're practically a grown-up!" Stephanie gave a bright, toothy smile in return.

"Hey, what about us?" Williams demanded with a pout.

"Auntie Ashley!" As Stephanie greeted each member of Renegade with equal enthusiasm, Shepard walked up to Taylor and shook the dark-skinned man's hand.

"Glad you could make it, Sir," Taylor greeted.

"Glad I could make it, Jacob," Shepard responded. Lowering his voice to just above a whisper, he continued, "Did you get the call?"

"Yeah," Taylor replied, his voice equally soft. "I'm packed up and ready to ship out on your order, Sir." Earlier that morning, each member of Fireteam Renegade had received a phone call ordering them to go to the New Vancouver Space Elevator later that night.

"Are you two boys talking shop again?" Brynn asked as she approached them with an ice-cold can of soda in each hand.

"Yes, ma'am," Shepard said pleasantly, sporting a toothless grin.

"Well, knock it off," she said as she thrust the sodas towards her husband and his commander, "especially you, Jacob. It's your daughter's special day; don't waste it worrying about work."

"Yes, ma'am," Taylor echoed his commander much more contritely as he accepted the beverage.

"You should follow James' example," she continued as she looked away from them. "He's certainly made himself at home." The two soldiers followed her gaze to find that, in the few short minutes that they had been there, Vega had somehow found himself at the bottom of a dog pile of laughing children.

"Commander…help me…" the lieutenant gasped out pitifully, reaching out from beneath the mound like a dying man would towards his salvation.

"Sorry, Rookie," Shepard cried out without a hint of remorse, "you're on your own." Grumbling unintelligibly beneath his breath, Vega effortlessly pushed himself to his feet, the delightfully shrieking children clinging to his body like leeches. An atmosphere of energy and merriment lingered throughout the Taylor household throughout the day. Stephanie took great delight in blowing out the candles on her cake and ripping off the wrappings of her presents, giving everyone a hug in thanks as she revealed each one. Once everyone had been sent home and the mess cleared away, Taylor tucked his daughter in bed, clutching her brand-new stuffed unicorn, her gift from her father.

"Read me a story?" Stephanie asked hopefully.

"Not tonight, sweetheart; Daddy has to go to work now." Stephanie pouted and pulled her toy closer. "Good night, Princess," Taylor said as he kissed her on the forehead. "I love you."

"Love you too, Daddy," Stephanie mumbled as she drifted to sleep, exhausted from the day's excitement. Taylor looked down at his daughter for several more seconds before quietly leaving her room, closing the door as he did so. Waiting for him in the living room was Brynn and his teammates. At his wife's feet was the duffle bag that he always had packed for when he had to leave suddenly for missions. The husband and wife kissed and held each other tight.

"Stay safe, Jacob," Brynn whispered into her husband's ear. "I love you."

"I will," Taylor replied equally softly. "I love you too." He gave Brynn one last kiss before grabbing his bag and taking position alongside his teammates.

"Don't worry, Brynn, we'll bring him back safe," Shepard assured Brynn before they left. Taylor placed his bag in the trunk of Shepard's car, where four other identical bags were stored.

The five soldiers rode to and up the space elevator in comfortable silence. As they ascended to the space station, Shepard activated his omni-tool – a multi-purpose holographic device that the geth had sold to the UNSC. As his arm was wrapped in a warm orange light, the Spartan opened a file that had been sent along with his orders. It was an image of the man who would be escorting Renegade to their ship, a dark-skinned man with close-cut black hair and a goatee. The space station was relatively inactive at the time, so it was easy to spot their escort in his UNSC fatigues.

"Commander Shepard?" the man asked. At Shepard's nod, he snapped into a salute. "Lieutenant Steve Cortez, sir. Admiral Anderson ordered me to take you to your ship."

"Lead the way, Lieutenant," Shepard replied. Beckoning the Spartans to follow him, Cortez quickly led them to his Dropship 80 Stealth-Troop Carrier, or Stealth Pelican. A variant of the D79 Heavy-Troop Carrier, the bulky but surprisingly maneuverable dropship was nearly black in color instead of the standard gray. It also sported an active camouflage generator and noise cancellers to make it invisible and nearly inaudible, perfect for stealthy troop insertions behind enemy lines. However, it was not as well-armed as its mainstream cousin, sporting only a single nose-mounted 70-millimeter autocannon. "What ship are we heading to, Lieutenant?" Shepard asked as Cortez piloted the ship out of the dock and away from Earth.

"The _UNSC Normandy_, sir," the pilot responded. "And let me tell you, she's a thing of beauty."

"The _Normandy_? That new stealth frigate that was announced a few months back?" Williams echoed before releasing and impressed whistle. "Nice. I hear that it's the fastest ship in the fleet," she continued.

"I wouldn't know about that part, ma'am," Cortez said, "but we're coming up on her now. Take a look for yourself." The soldiers looked out the side windows of the dropship and gazed in awe at the sight before them.

The _**Stealth-Combat Frigate-001 Normandy**_ was the first of a new generation of warships. While photographs of the ship had recently been released, they did not do justice to the vessel. While most UNSC vessels were blocky and angular, the _Normandy_ sported smooth, sweeping curves reminiscent of the vessels that the Covenant once employed. Measuring at over 300 meters in length, the black ship was wide in the rear with four thrusters and tapered toward the front, two prongs reaching out and ending a short distance from the front of the ship itself. The ship itself had a more subtle, insidious air to it than most other ships. While the majority of the UNSC fleet was like so many hammers, large and blunt and ready to pound anything in their paths into dust, the Normandy was like an assassin's blade, silently slipping behind its foe and striking where they were weakest before slipping away into the shadows. As they approached the ship, Shepard mentally noted that Cortez was right; it was a thing of beauty.

Cortez expertly piloted the Stealth Pelican into the Normandy's hangar bay. While the large room was still fairly spacious, it was unusually cramped by UNSC ship standards, only having room to comfortably house two dropships.

"Admiral, Shadow-One has docked, Spartans are standing by," Cortez stated into his transmitter as Fireteam Renegade disembarked the Stealth Pelican. Scarcely a minute later, the Spartans felt a barely-noticeable shudder run through the ship as it detached itself from the docking bay and flew to where it could safely make a Slipspace jump. A hologram of a blue orb suddenly manifested over a nearby projector.

"Greetings, Fireteam Renegade," the orb greeted in a pleasant, soothing female voice, a white vertical line pulsing along the surface of the orb as it spoke in a crude imitation of mouth movements, "I am Edie, the AI of this vessel. If you would follow me, Admiral Anderson wishes to brief you on your current assignment." Without waiting for a response, Edie blinked out of existence. Small lights along the walls and floors illuminated themselves to direct the Spartans to their destination.

"Such a shame for such a sexy voice to come out of a light bulb," Vega grumbled under his breath as he followed his companions. A quick elevator ride and a short walk brought the group of Spartans to the debriefing room where Admiral Anderson awaited them.

"Commander," Anderson greeted without ceremony before beginning the briefing. "Your mission is to infiltrate the base of operations of the Shadow Broker – true name, age, and species unknown – and assassinate them. Once you've accomplished that, you will hack into the Broker's database with this." On the table before him was a small metal case the size of a loaf of bread. The admiral opened the case to reveal a box with some wires extending from one end as well as three data chips that the UNSC used to store massive amounts of data, including Artificial Intelligences. "Afterwards, you will exfiltrate the base, hopefully without anyone knowing that you were ever there."

"What sort of opposition will we be facing, Sir?" Shepard asked.

"Unknown." Anderson gave a heavy sigh before continuing. "I won't lie to you, soldiers; this mission is likely to be a major shitstorm. But there are rogue elements out there who know of our existence, so we need the Broker's information network to keep an eye on them, and eliminate them if necessary."

"'Rogue elements?'" Alenko echoed in confusion. "I thought only the geth were aware of our existence."

"You are correct, Lieutenant," Anderson confirmed. "The problem is that a few days ago, a number of the geth broke off from the main group under the banner of a turian named Saren Arterius. We don't know why they're following him or what he's planning, and as a Council Spectre, his public records are virtually non-existent." He snapped the case holding the hacking device closed and slid it across the table where Shepard caught it. "We need this information badly, Spartans, so be ready for anything. We'll be entering the system in approximately fifty hours, so prepare yourselves. Good luck and godspeed. Dismissed." As the Spartans saluted the admiral, Edie popped into vision once again.

"Commander Shepard, if you and your teammates would follow me, I will lead you to your quarters." Once more, Edie's avatar disappeared to be replaced by a trail of lights along the floor and walls, leading Renegade to their quarters. Three sets of bunk beds with accompanying footlockers awaited them. "Please let me know if you require anything else, Commander," Edie said as she appeared once more.

"Thank you, Edie. What are the offensive capabilities of this ship?" Shepard asked before the AI could disappear. In response, the orb dissolved into a cloud of blue particles before they coalesced into a 3-D model of the _Normandy_.

"The _UNSC Normandy_ sports two Mark-IV Energy Projectors as its primary armament," Edie explained, two lines pointing towards the prongs on either side of the ship to indicate the weapons. "The ship also carries a full complement of HORNET mines and one Shiva-class tactical nuke." Shepard nodded in satisfaction at the news. The armament was a bit light for his liking, but energy projectors were powerful weapons, able to easily burn through both shields and armor.

"What about defenses?" Taylor asked.

"For defenses, the _Normandy_ has thirty centimeters of stealth-coated armor, along with active camouflage," the AI responded. "The shields are a dual layer of plasma and element-zero based shields. The ship also has a complement of GARDIAN laser turrets for anti-missile and anti-fighter maneuvers." All the Spartans frowned at the news. Thirty centimeters of armor was very little – only half that of other frigates in the UNSC fleet.

"It doesn't sound like this ship could take very many hits in a fight. Why so little armor?" Williams asked.

"The _Normandy_ is a stealth vessel, Lieutenant Commander Williams, it was not meant for straight combat," Edie replied, returning to her normal avatar. "This ship was designed to cripple or destroy high-tonnage vessels from behind and use its speed, maneuverability, and stealth capabilities to escape before enemy forces could retaliate. In short, if someone is actually shooting at us, something has gone _very_ wrong." The Spartans nodded in satisfaction at the answer.

"Thank you, Edie, that will be all," Shepard dismissed. Once Edie winked away, the soldiers began to pack away the contents of their bags.

It was going to be a long 50 hours.

* * *

><p>"Ladies and gentlemen, we are beginning our final descent into the Sowilo system, and should be in orbit over Hagalaz in fifteen minutes. Please make sure that your seatbelts are fastened and that your trays and seats are locked in their upright positions. Thank you for riding Normandy Airways," chimed the voice of Flight Lieutenant Jeff "Joker" Moreau, the sharp-tongued pilot of the <em>Normandy<em>. This caught the attention of Fireteam Renegade, who had spent most of the past two days either exercising or inspecting the equipment that they would be using on the mission to ensure that nothing would go wrong in the field. After a quick shower, the team of Spartans walked down to the armory and began to suit up.

Stripping down to their underwear without regard to shame or modesty, the super-soldiers easily slipped on the undersuit for their MJOLNIR Powered Assault Armor. The material was made of a flexible titanium composite and containing the elements that helped to augment the Spartans' abilities while wearing their armor, the garment resembled a scaly, metallic full-body wetsuit. Nearby were five platforms that would attach the outer layer of armor onto the Spartans. As one the five soldiers stepped up onto their respective platforms; several robotic arms sprung out from the floor and the walls and spun about in a chaotic dance as they fastened each piece of armor onto their respective Spartan's bodies. Once the helmets were slipped over their heads, the arms retracted, their duties complete. Shepard stepped off the platform and, using the neural link that he had with the suit's internal computer, ordered a quick diagnostic. His body was momentarily surrounded by a golden aura as his shields recharged, followed by a blue glow as a kinetic barrier was activated over it. Booster rockets on his back flipped open and activated for a few seconds, lifting the Spartan off the ground slightly before deactivating. His body shimmered and faded away until he blended with his surroundings as his active camouflage activated. Clenching his left fist, he activated his omni-tool. The panels of orange light shifted and twisted until a wide, razor-thin blade extended from his fist. A clench of the right fist brought forth a shimmering blue blade of magnetically-contained plasma from his hand, a technology adopted from the sangheili. Nearby, the other Spartans ran their own tests. Alenko and Taylor were each lifting a supply crate seemingly with their minds as the boxes were bathed in a blue glow. They were both lucky enough to be wearing a prototype next-gen armor that was developed by ONI scientist Dr. Miranda Lawson. These new Adept-Class suits used nodes of element zero integrated into the suit combined with the neural link to artificially mimic the biotic powers exhibited by many other organic races. Due to element zero's high cost, only a handful out of the thousands of Spartans on active duty were selected to test these devices; this mission would be their first field test. Fully armored and tests complete, the Spartans marched over to the weapons lockers to grab their weapons.

The first thing that Shepard grabbed was his main weapon, the M400 Variable Marksman Rifle. Combining the BR85HB SR Battle Rifle and the M395 Designated Marksman Rifle used during the Battle of Requiem more than 50 years before, the M400 VMR carried 72 7.62x20mm tungsten-alloy Armor Piercing rounds per magazine and a smart-link scope that was accurate up to 800 meters. Applying the mass effect differently depending on the firing mode selected, the VMR could fire its rounds individually or in four-round bursts with nearly no difference in recoil. Though the single-shot was more accurate over long distances, the burst-fire would quickly chew through enemy shields. Shepard opened the hand guard and pulled out a small secondary magazine that held a single narrow rod the length of his finger. Satisfied with what he saw, Shepard reinserted the magazine.

One of the most immediate problems that weapon developers ran into when trying to implement element zero into firearms was that the mass effect would generate massive amounts of heat, enough to destroy the weapon in short order. While the geth used disposable heat sinks to deal with the issue, and the rest of the galaxy at large simply vented their guns and waited for the heat to dissipate, humans came up with a unique idea of weaponizing the excess heat. Except for the Sniper Rifle System 99-Series 6, where the extreme range the weapon used made the system unviable, each infantry weapon that fired solid rounds contained a second, smaller barrel underneath the primary one. Once the weapon's internal heat reached a critical state, the heat would be expelled into the secondary barrel as a cloud of plasma which was then contained by a mass effect field before being scooped up by a five-millimeter ferrous tungsten cone and expelled, making a shot similar to one fired from a Covenant plasma rifle. Though the plasma would dissipate after a few hundred meters, the now superheated cone would continue to fly and act similar to a HEAT round, sending a stream of molten metal through whatever it impacted. If anyone were unlucky enough to be struck by the plasma itself, the extreme heat would cause grievous harm to shields, armor, and flesh alike.

Slapping a full magazine into the rifle and attaching it to the magnetic plate on his back, Shepard reached forward to grab his secondary weapon, the M72 Submachine Gun. The successor of the M7/Caseless SMG used during the war with the Covenant, the weapon was designed to provide a compact automatic weapon while fixing the flaws present in its predecessor. Instead of utilizing specialized caseless ammunition, the M72 used the 12.7x15mm Armor Piercing round in a 100-round top-loading horizontal magazine, similar to the one used by the FN P90 in the 20th Century. The M72 used the same caliber bullet used by the M61 series of handguns; by using the same caliber rounds, it allowed soldiers to cannibalize ammunition from one source to feed another if needed. The M72 had two fire modes: a two-round "double-tap" burst mode that was accurate up to 300 meters or a fully automatic mode at 850 rounds per minute for shredding targets at close range.

Beside him, both Williams and Alenko grabbed the MA55 Assault Rifles. The weapon was similar in design to its predecessors with its generally boxy shape and large, detachable readout screen that displayed an electronic compass, ammo counter, and heat gauge to show how close the user was to firing a plasma round. Carrying 70 rounds of the same 7.62x20mm AP rounds used by the M400, the MA55 could fire in accurate bursts up to 750 meters or fire fully automatic for a weathering hail of gunfire. They also each grabbed an M61 handgun. The sidearm held a magazine containing 27 12.7x15mm Semi Armor Piercing, High Explosive rounds allowing them to cause grievous damage to anything they fired at, along with a detachable smart-link scope that allowed them to shoot accurately up to 150 meters.

Taylor grabbed for himself an M72, as well as an M48 Semi-automatic Tactical Assault Shotgun. Instead of being pump-action like its predecessors, the scattergun used an external magazine to hold seven rounds. The four-gauge "shells" were in fact hollow metal canisters filled with tungsten flechettes, the small nail-like spikes kept inside with springs. When fired, wind resistance would force the canister to open, releasing its deadly payload for up to 100 meters. Though the standard buckshot round was excellent for disabling shields, the M48 could also be outfitted with solid slugs for higher armor penetration or even explosive grenades for taking out entrenched or tightly packed enemies.

Vega outfitted himself with an M61 as well as an M741 Light Machine Gun. Nearly identical in appearance to its predecessor the M739 LMG, the only differences were a slight alteration to the front of the gun to accommodate the secondary barrel and a slightly larger drum magazine that contained 150 7.62x20mm rounds, allowing the Spartan to lay down massive amounts of fire.

The Spartans continued to load up on ammunition, grenades, and other supplies, Shepard attaching the hacker to a compartment on the small of his back where clamps and magnets held the small box in place. Each Spartan inserted a data chip small enough to fit in the palm of their hand into their helmets; these would allow them to have Edie assist them in the field while the AI herself remained safely aboard the Normandy.

"We have located the Shadow Broker's ship," Edie informed the Spartans while they were loading up, nearly half an hour after the pilot had first spoken. "The _Normandy_ will remain in the upper atmosphere of the planet while Lieutenant Cortez will carry you to the ship." Soon afterwards, the hangar doors opened to the world beyond, an energy shield keeping the hangar pressurized and preventing the storm from entering. The Pelican ferrying Fireteam Renegade gently coasted out of the hangar before accelerating towards the Shadow Broker's ship, fading out of visibility as it went. As the dropship flew further into the atmosphere, it shuddered as it struggled against the strong winds that buffeted it. After what felt like hours of being rattled about, the abused stealth ship found its target. The Shadow Broker's ship was flat and narrow, vaguely rectangular in shape, with large, scooped fins at its back. All along the top of the vessel were tall spires where lightning bolts generated by the constant storms surrounding it struck.

"Commander, I'm detecting a lot of hostiles on the surface of the ship, especially near the center," Cortez said as he flew around the ship; the camouflage generator kept it from view, and it along with the storm would prevent anyone from hearing the ship passing by. "I think that may be where the entrance is, but it's too hot for me to set down. I'm going to drop you near the edge where it's clearer."

"Understood," Shepard acknowledged as he and his teammates stood up, ready to disembark at a moment's notice. The rear hatch of the Pelican lowered, allowing the stormy winds to whip through the ship's interior. After checking to ensure that there were no enemy patrols around, Shepard leaped out the ship to a ten-meter drop, his magnetic boots holding him fast to the ship's hull upon landing. One by one the Spartans leapt out of the Pelican before Cortez flew away to a more discreet distance should the active camouflage fail, by lightning strike or other misfortune.

"Commander, I have placed a waypoint where Lieutenant Cortez believed the entrance to the ship's interior is," Edie informed Shepard as a small red arrow appeared on his visor. Thanking the AI, the Spartans activated their own active camouflage generators and carefully began to make their way towards the entrance. The first enemy they encountered was a lone guard patrolling the outer edge of the ship, an asari judging by the feminine curves of the armor the guard wore. The guard had a lazy, inattentive appearance as she strolled along the catwalks of the ship; she was obviously not expecting to find any intruders. Placing his M400 on his back, Shepard crept up behind the guard and reached around to grab her by the face. Before she could make a sound of alarm, Shepard's plasma dagger plunged into her back at shoulder level, burning through armor and flesh to cleanly sever her spinal cord and kill her instantly. The now dead asari immediately slumped into her killer's arms like a puppet whose strings had been cut. The assault rifle in her hands slipped out and was blown away by the wind before Taylor caught it and attached it to his back for later study. Shepard shoved the corpse into a crevice where it would go unnoticed and untouched by the winds before the fireteam departed; as tempting as it was to simply toss the body overboard and let the storm carry it away, there was too much of a risk of it attracting attention, either by someone seeing it flying past or by crashing into something on the way down. Slowly they made their way closer to their destination, quietly dispatching any guards they came across and stashing the corpses out of sight. As Cortez said, the area was crawling with guards, relatively speaking. Shepard glanced down at his suit's radar and counted around a dozen enemy contacts within its 350-meter range. The area provided little cover, so there was no way that the Spartans could kill all of the guards before someone could raise the alarm.

"Edie, can you jam their comms so they can't call for reinforcements?" Shepard asked the AI.

"I can," she replied. "However, it would block _all_ communications aboard the ship, including interstellar. This would likely alert the Shadow Broker that the ship is under attack." Shepard mentally swore at the unwinnable situation before him. He could attack now, blow his cover and suffer through the inevitable reinforcements, or jam communications, which would blow his cover anyway when the Shadow Broker noticed that his connection was lost.

…_Screw it; it's worth a shot_, he thought as he made his decision. _Maybe the target won't notice_, he hoped. It was a desperate hope, but it was better than nothing. Shepard scoped out the battlefield until he saw a group of four guards clustered together to his right, apparently shirking their duties to socialize.

"Jacob, load grenades and target that group," he ordered, marking the group of enemies with a waypoint. Taylor nodded and swapped out his magazine of canister rounds for a drum magazine containing grenades. "Ash, you're with him." Two green lights winked at the edge of Shepard's HUD as the two soldiers acknowledged their orders and moved closer to their objective. "Kaidan, James, flank left and pick your targets," he continued. Two more green blips and Shepard found himself alone. "Edie, jam it," he commanded as he brought a turian patrol into his sights.

"Communications have been silenced, Commander," Edie said seconds later.

"Acknowledged," Shepard replied. "Engage targets on my mark." He adjusted his aim to account for wind and movement and breathed smooth, even breaths. Using his neural link, he sent out the confirmation signal with his neural link. Four green lights blinked across four different HUDs, giving the signal to open fire.

Taylor squeezed the trigger of his M72, launching the grenade with a nearly inaudible _fwump_. The explosive landed directly between his cluster of targets, wiping them all out simultaneously. As the remaining enemies scrambled about, screaming in confusion, the remaining Spartans stood up out of cover and began firing at them in short, controlled bursts. Two more enemy soldiers fell before they could organize themselves enough for a counterattack, slinging rounds no larger than a grain of sand towards the human super-soldiers at hypersonic velocities. As one turian poked out of cover to fire at Vega and Alenko's position, Shepard fired two bursts from his VMR. The first six rounds were enough to take down the turian's shields, forcing him to fall to the ground with two new holes in his chest. Vega and Alenko were trading shots with a well-hidden trio of soldiers; behind them was a large tower that seemed to glow with energy as lightning periodically struck the spire. Alenko fired a few rounds experimentally at the structure, and was rewarded with a spectacular flash as all the stored energy seemed to expel itself at once, leaping into the nearest target: the enemies that he had just been fighting. They leapt up and stiffly convulsed as millions of volts of electricity coursed through their bodies before they collapsed, little more than blackened bones encased in melted armor. An asari with a rocket launcher stood up and took aim at Taylor and Williams' position, leaving her vulnerable to a burst of fire from Williams' MA55; the bullets easily chewed through the asari's shields while the plasma shot scorched and melted her armor and sent a stream of molten metal through her chest, killing her instantly. The last enemy, likely a batarian judging by the body shape, made a mad dash towards the door that led to the interior of the ship in a desperate bid for safety. Just as he made it to the door, he was gunned down by Vega, leaving a bloody smear on the door as the body slid down.

As Vega and Taylor grabbed the body and unceremoniously flung it aside, Alenko kneeled down in front of the door and began to tamper with the security lock. A screen displaying thousands of lines of code appeared before him. The engineer scanned the coding for only a few seconds before he found himself cursing at the sight.

"This security software is pretty heavy, Commander, and it seems to be custom made," he explained. "It's going to take some time to crack it."

"We don't have time," Shepard said shortly before contacting the _Normandy's_ AI. "Edie, can you hack this door for us?"

"I can," the AI replied. "By interfacing with the door's controls though Lieutenant Commander Alenko, simply activate your omni-tool and place it against the door," she said to Alenko. The Spartan activated his omni-tool as instructed and laid his hand against the door. The door's red holographic display pulsed regularly as Edie hacked it, the seconds trickled by agonizingly slowly. After nearly a minute, the door gave a pleasant chime and the display turned green before the door slid open. Taylor stepped in first, swapping out the grenades for a magazine of flechette rounds. Alenko and Williams followed behind him, with Shepard and Vega bringing up the rear.

Room by room the Spartan squad swept through the ship in search of its heart. Any opposition was swiftly and silently disposed of, the invisible human commandoes striking like vengeful ghosts. Even with the guards at a heightened awareness due to the sudden communications blackout, the Spartans' augmented speed and invisibility made them little more than lambs ripe for the slaughter. After what seemed like hours of searching, they came across a door much larger and heavier than the ones they had come across before.

"Think this is it?" Alenko asked as he proceeded to hack the door.

"It's as good a guess as any," Shepard answered, shouldering his rifle. "It's not like we've got much of the ship left to search anyway." As soon as the door unlocked, the Spartans stormed in, guns at the ready. The room was dark; the only source of light seemed to be the open door behind them along with a glass portion of the ceiling that emanated a soft blue glow. Shepard's world turned a dull green as he mentally switched his helmet to night vision mode. He saw in the shadows a vague silhouette of an alien being sitting serenely before him. The creature was massive; even seated, it seemed to be as large as the Spartans. Without warning, the door closed with a mighty slam; only their military discipline preventing them from jumping in surprise.

"So, you're the ones who had the audacity to invade my ship," the Shadow Broker said in a deep, rumbling growl. "It's no use hiding beneath those cloaks; I can see that you're there," it continued with the faintest hint of amusement. Shepard mentally swore; between the darkness of the room and their active camouflages, it should have been impossible for anyone to see them with the naked eye. He wondered if this alien could see in the infrared spectrum. "It was clever of you to jam my communications. But now you're trapped in here with me. So tell me, who sent you? A vengeful victim? The Dalatrass? _Aria_?" it asked, asking the last name with an amused snort. Instead of humoring the alien with an answer, Shepard simply ordered his soldiers to open fire, switching back to normal vision so as not to be blinded by the muzzle flashes. In a display of great speed that belied its massive size, the alien shot up to its feet and flung its enormous desk at the Spartans, absorbing the majority of their gunfire. Only their quick reflexes prevented the super-soldiers from being bowled over as well. As the creature stood up to its full height, the room was flooded with light, revealing it in all its glory.

"Holy shit, that thing is ugly!" Williams exclaimed. The alien towered over the Spartans on its three-toed digitigrade legs. Its large, muscle-bound body was clothed in a dark blue suit. Its heart-shaped, blood-red head was topped by two black horns. Its face was split three ways like an upside-down Y, each side lined with thin, needle-like teeth along with four pairs of black, beady eyes that stared down at the Spartans hungrily. In one of its tri-fingered hands was an enormous crimson gun that seemed more appropriate mounted on a turret than held in someone's hand. The alien gave a mighty, bellowing roar that rattled Shepard's bones before raising its weapon towards them. They leapt behind the cover of some nearby pillars just as the Shadow Broker opened fire, sending dozens of rounds zipping through the air. Vega returned fire, but the behemoth quickly activated a large orange shield on its off arm and hunkered down behind it, deflecting all but the first few rounds, which struck ineffectually against its kinetic barrier.

"Damn it, someone needs to get behind that thing!" Taylor shouted as he blindly fired his shotgun from his cover, wary of leaning his head out to aim lest it be blown off by the Broker's machine gun. Shepard agreed, but such an endeavor was easier said than done. The Shadow Broker must have modified its gun to improve its heat dispersion, since it kept the Spartans pinned down with a practically ceaseless flurry of gunfire that steadily chipped away at their meager shelter. In his peripheral vision, Shepard noticed several hatches along the walls sliding open.

"Now what?" he groaned. He quickly followed the query with frustrated swearing as several assault drones flew out of the openings. Looking like little more than machine guns on a tripod, the drones buzzed around like insects, peppering the Spartans with bullets. Their shields were weak and their armor thin, making it no challenge to destroy them, but it seemed that for every one they shot down, two more came out to take their place. Alenko's attempts to hack the drones proved to be only a momentary distraction as he could only hack one drone at a time, which would quickly be destroyed by its dozen former compatriots. The Shadow Broker had stopped trying to hose them down with bullets and seemed content to sit back and let its mechanical lackeys whittle the Spartans down to nothing. "Damn it, does anyone have any EMPs?" Shepard demanded as he shot down another drone.

"Here!" Taylor shouted, tossing his commander an EMP grenade. When activated, the silver, fist-sized sphere generated a powerful electrical field, temporarily shorting out any electronics within a three-meter radius.

"The drones are too spread out; you'll never be able to hit them all with that!" Williams noted as she shot down a pair of drones with a burst of her rifle.

"I don't plan on using it on the drones," Shepard retorted. "When I move, cover me," he ordered. After stealing a quick glance to locate the Shadow Broker's position, he pressed his thumb on the EMP grenade's activation switch before tossing it out. Just as the device rolled up to the Broker's feet, its sides popped out and a blue dome of electricity burst into being. The alien roared in shock and anger as its shields and weapon shorted out. Shepard silently counted to three before charging out, holstering his weapon as he did so.

Despite its great size and strength, even a prepared Shadow Broker would have been hard-pressed to resist the force of half a ton of angry Spartan plowing into it at nearly 17 kilometers per hour. As Shepard slammed into the Shadow Broker's chest, the alien stumbled and toppled over, rattling the room as it collapsed. Shepard wasted no time in kicking the Shadow Broker's gun away and removing its omni-tool from its arm and tossing the device towards Alenko, who snatched it and attached it to his own arm and began the rebooting process. All the while the drones continued to attack the Spartans hiding behind cover, ignoring Shepard lest they accidentally shoot their own master. Shepard drew his M72 to end his foe, but the recovered alien knocked the weapon aside before wrapping one meaty clawed hand around Shepard's throat. Desperate to regain the ability to breathe again, Shepard swung at the Shadow Broker's face, only to have his fist stopped mere inches away from its target by the alien's other hand. Feeling his world fading away, Shepard activated his plasma dagger, the point penetrating its eye. The Shadow Broker screamed in agony as it tossed Shepard away to cradle its pierced, scorched eye. As the giant cradled its burning face, Shepard shook away the splotches in his vision from lack of oxygen. Grabbing a fragmentation grenade from his own supply, the Spartan leapt up on the Shadow Broker's shoulders. As the alien tried to reach up and remove its unwelcome passenger, Shepard grabbed each side of its face and wrenched it open.

"Choke on this," he snarled as he primed the grenade and shoved it down the beast's gullet. He leapt off the alien and dashed for cover while his victim desperately clawed at its throat to remove the obstruction in its airway. Seconds later, the Shadow Broker's head disappeared in a blast of fire, splattering the room with blackened gore. As the headless corpse teetered and fell for the last time, Alenko had successfully rebooted its omni-tool and input the commands to deactivate the drones, causing them to drop like flies. "Good work, team!" Shepard congratulated his fellow soldiers, "That's one for the books! Taylor, Alenko, go find a computer to jack into. Williams, go poke around for anything worth salvaging. Vega, grab that gun and go help her."

"Aye, Commander!" As the other Spartans went about their orders, Shepard leveled his gun at the decapitated alien corpse and gave it an experimental kick; for all he knew, this species could survive without their heads like cockroaches.

"Edie, what the hell is this thing? It doesn't look like any of the Council races," Shepard asked as he stared at the body warily.

"You are correct, Commander Shepard," Edie replied. "According to my records, this species is known as the Yahg. They are a pre-spaceflight race that was discovered several years ago, but access to their homeworld was forbidden after they ate the Council delegation. Strange that one of them would end up being the Shadow Broker, though…" the AI trailed off thoughtfully. Shepard groaned in disgust when he heard the fate of the diplomatic party.

"Well, at least there's one less of these freaks in the galaxy now," he declared as he gave the body one last, spiteful kick before leaving to join his comrades. He found Taylor and Alenko kneeling in front of an enormous computer sporting dozens of monitors. A panel had been pried off from the front and Alenko was rooting through the wiring. "Find anything?" Shepard asked as he approached them.

"Yeah," Alenko grunted as he pulled his head out of the computer. "I think this is the central mainframe. This is probably the best place to plug in." Shepard nodded in satisfaction before he removed the hacker from its bonds and handed it to Taylor. The grenadier set the box down on top of the computer's console and opened it. He passed the hacking device to Alenko, who reached into the guts of the computer to attach it where it needed to go. Next, the three data chips were inserted into the device. His work complete, Alenko removed himself from the computer and shoved the panel back into place. The engineer then activated his plasma dagger and carefully ran its edge along the seam of the panel, welding it shut. As he worked, the dozens of screens became filled with cascading numbers. After almost two minutes, the numbers coalesced into the images of three women, each garbed in the attire of ancient Greeks.

"Clotho online," said the first, bearing the image of a young girl barely out of her teens.

"Lachesis online," followed the second, looking like a woman in the prime of her life.

"Atropos online," declared the third, sporting the image of a weathered old crone.

"We have access over all systems," the trio decreed as one. "The Fates now control the ship."

"Nice work, ladies," Shepard greeted them. "Can send a message to all field agents?" he inquired. Lachesis nodded in response.

"We can," the matron said.

"Excellent," the Spartan leader said. "Tell them that a glitch occurred while installing some new hardware that caused the communications blackout," he ordered. The three AIs scanned through years of communications in the blink of an eye to construct a message that would perfectly match the late Shadow Broker in diction.

"It is done," Atropos declared seconds later.

After a chorus of "Yes, Shadow Broker" confirmed the ruse's success, Shepard waved his hand across his throat to terminate the connection. "Now, search the archives for any information concerning Saren, the geth, or the _Nazara _within the past two weeks," the Spartan ordered.

"Searching…" Clotho replied. Moments later, the three avatars disappeared, replaced by a video. The video was shaky and the image of low quality, but one could easily see the blue bolts fired from geth weapons, along with the distinctive appearance of the _Nazara_, the black squid-like ship taking up the entirety of the screen.

"When was this taken?" Shepard demanded as he stared fixated at the image.

"This video was a wide-band distress signal sent from the turian colony Choraxis Prime approximately six days ago, Commander," Clotho replied. Shepard mentally swore; Saren had nearly a week's head start on them, he could be anywhere in the galaxy by now. "According to our records, out of the nearly four hundred residents of the colony, less than fifty survived."

"I see," Shepard intoned neutrally. "Send this to Anderson," he ordered, "and alert us the minute you receive any new information on this split-cheeked asshole."

"As you wish, Commander," the three AIs said as one. Shepard opened a channel to the _Normandy_.

"Admiral, we've managed to successfully install the new management and got a lead on the False Prophet," he reported, using the codename designated for Saren.

"Acknowledged, Commander," Anderson voice said through his helmet's radio. "Return to the _Normandy_ so that we can plan our next move. Anderson out." Personally, Shepard thought that there would be little for them to do until they received fresh intelligence on Saren's location, but he kept that opinion to himself, instead turning to his subordinates.

"All right, everyone, our work here is done! Grab what you can and start moving topside," he ordered. As the five Spartans gathered whatever they could carry and began to make their way to the exterior of the ship, Shepard radioed Cortez to prepare to pick them up.

Despite his doubts of the current situation, a part of Shepard felt gleeful. They had Saren's scent, and it would only be a matter of time until they would catch up to him. From there, they would capture the wayward turian and find out everything he knew, including why he needed the geth. If that proved impossible, the Fifth Fleet would be following the _Normandy_ closely, ready to jump in and annihilate Saren and his synthetic army at a moment's notice.

The hunt was on.

* * *

><p>And here you go, my Christmas gift to you. Hope you liked it!<p>

The focus will temporarily shift to the ME side of things in the next chapter.

Have a Merry Christmas, Happy New Year, and don't forget to leave a review.


	3. The Fall of Eden

I do not own Halo or Mass Effect.

* * *

><p><strong>En route to Seberann System – 3116 Galactic Standard Year (G.S.Y.)<strong>

Nihlus Kryik quietly drummed his talons against his arm as he watched the people around him work. As he watched the various crew members go about their duties, the turian's mind began to wander, pondering his current situation.

The Turian Hierarchy had just finished construction of the CSV-SR1 _Beacon of Unity_, a prototype frigate that combined technology from all three of the major Citadel races. The design of the ship was turian, its relatively flat profile and sleek, pointed angles making it look like a predatory bird swooping down on its prey. Its internal systems were provided by the asari, along with prototype armor. Using a tightly compressed mixture of carbon nano-tubes and diamond chemical vapor deposition, this Silaris armor could supposedly stand up to all but the most intense attacks, making the ship far sturdier than its small size would suggest. The salarians provided the _Beacon's_ two greatest strengths. The first was a revolutionary stealth technology. Before now, all ships emitted intense amounts of heat that made them stand out like a beacon if one cared to look. While Nihlus himself was unsure of the exact mechanisms involved, the _Beacon of Unity_ could temporarily store those heat emissions within its superstructure, making it effectively invisible. The heat would of course have to be vented eventually, lest the crew members be cooked within the ship, even a few minutes of stealth could be invaluable for slipping behind enemy lines. The second was the Matheros Drive, a mass effect drive core that was twice the standard size for a frigate. This enormous drive core allowed the ship to generate large concentrations of mass that the ship could then "fall into," allowing it to cruise without using its engines, which would generate heat. The _Beacon's_ maiden voyage was to travel to the Seberann system to conduct a security check and collect a recently-unearthed prothean relic before returning to the Citadel, with Nihlus as the Spectre selected to oversee the affair. Many prothean artifacts were in numerous states of disrepair, having come from a civilization that died out 50,000 years ago, but this beacon seemed to be fully intact, albeit dormant. The Council had immediately locked down traffic and communications through the colony at the news, fearing that a fully intact prothean artifact would be a prize target for pirates or other criminals seeking to make a fortune on the black market. Though as a senior member of the Citadel's elite forces, he was often assigned much more dangerous tasks, the turian was not about to complain; he would have to be a fool to pass up the opportunity to have what essentially amounted to a paid vacation.

The Seberann System was a medium-sized solar system containing five planets that orbited a fairly standard yellow star. What made this system noteworthy, as turian explorers had discovered three years earlier, was that Choraxis Prime, its second planet, was a garden world, one that was suitable for almost immediate colonization. Though the Citadel had a conservative policy regarding the activation of new Mass Relays after the incident with the rachni over 2,000 years ago, the ever-increasing galactic population meant that there was an ever-increasing demand for food and other resources, so sometimes risks had to be made. This time, the gamble had paid off; Choraxis Prime's oxygen-nitrogen atmosphere made it ideal for agricultural colonization. The only problem was that the system bordered the lawless Terminus Systems, where pirates, slavers, and other beings of ill repute dwelled. But such a pristine garden world was an exceedingly rare find, so the Hierarchy deemed it to be an acceptable risk and began to colonize the world before another, less desirable organization snatched it up. Its proximity to the Terminus Systems led to there being stationed over the planet three cruisers and eight frigates for protection, an unusually high amount for what was technically a frontier world.

"Approaching the relay in tee-minus ten seconds," the pilot announced as he made the final preparations for a relay jump. "Nine…eight…seven…" The ship flew ever-closer as the pilot continued to count down. The Mass Relay's spinning rings began to emit a blinding glow before encapsulating it in a bolt of energy and hurtling the _Beacon_ to its destination. "All systems check green," the pilot reported as he checked his readings. "Drift…fifteen hundred kay." Nihlus flexed his cheek flaps, impressed. Considering the sheer speeds that the ship traveled to cross so many light years near-instantaneously, exiting a jump with that speed was like instantly going from full throttle to practically a standstill. Nodding in approval, Nihlus turned to return to his quarters where he would prepare for departure. If all went well, all he would have to do would be to make a few inspections of the ground forces and ensure that the beacon was safely loaded onto the _Beacon_. Perhaps he would grab a souvenir on his way out.

"What did you think of the jump, Spectre Kryik?" a deep baritone asked, making Nihlus pause in his tracks. The voice belonged to the _Beacon's_ captain, General Adrien Victus. Though the two had never met before this mission, Nihlus was aware of General Victus' reputation for unorthodox tactics. His latest accomplishment was stopping a pirate group from making a push into Citadel territory by luring in a rival group and waiting for the two sides to whittle each other down before shooting down the survivors. Though his offbeat tactics chafed against the more straight-laced members of the Hierarchy, the Spectre could respect clever and effective strategies. Some had protested General Victus' appointment to his current post, but an unusual ship like the _Beacon of Unity_ needed an unusual commander to maximize its potential.

"It wasn't bad," Nihlus said with a shrug. His answer must have amused the general somehow, because the older turian began to chuckle.

"'Not bad?'" he repeated mirthfully. "You're a hard man to impress, Spectre." Whatever response Nihlus had come up with was silenced by General Victus' omni-tool flashing. "Excuse me," he muttered before he answered the call.  
>"Sir, we're receiving a distress signal from the colony," the communications officer reported. "You're going to want to see this."<p>

"Send it to the comm. room," General Victus ordered sharply before all but rushing to the room in question, Nihlus on his heels. The two turians arrived in the large, circular room just in time to see the distress signal come up. It was a video, the image shaky and grainy, like it had been shot by an omni-tool's camera function. The majority of the image was taken up by the panicked face of a turian soldier, apparently ducked behind a wall. At the top edge of the screen they could see flashes of blue light accompanied by gunfire and screaming.

"This is Private Lantar Sidonis of the Two Hundred Forty-First Infantry Division requesting assistance to all Citadel forces within range," he hissed, as if scared that he might be discovered. "We are under attack by geth forces. I repeat, the geth are attacking Choraxis Prime." Private Sidonis held up his camera to show that he was hiding under a window in a building at least two stories tall. The tell-tale metallic forms of the geth marched the streets, gunning down any in their way. In the distance, an enormous black ship far too large to be planetside loomed ominously over the colony. Sidonis brought the camera back down so that his face filled the screen once more. "Please hurry before they kill us all!" he pleaded before the video abruptly ended. Nihlus glanced towards General Victus and saw the older turian's jaw clench tightly and his cheek flaps pressed flush against his face, his anger obvious.

"It seems that this mission just became a lot more complicated," the general observed grimly. Nihlus nodded in silent agreement and, as General Victus ordered the _Beacon's_ pilot to make all haste to Choraxis Prime, the Spectre left towards the cargo bay/armory to prepare for combat.

Nihlus reached into his personal locker and extracted his weapons, a Mk. VII HSW Shotgun and a Mk. IV HSW Pistol. Both weapons were designed specifically for use by veteran Spectres. More powerful than virtually any weapon available on the mainstream market, no Spectre could even hope to purchase one of these weapons until they had completed at least five years' service. Even then, they were almost mind-bogglingly expensive, which ensured that only the most talented and experienced of Spectres could even afford to purchase one. Nihlus' own shotgun had been modified so that it had superior range and heat management to the base model. Now he could reliably hit targets nearly 150 meters away, or fire up to nine shots in rapid succession before his gun locked up due to overheating instead of the standard five. His pistol had likewise been modified for increased stopping power and heat management. With a click of a button, both weapons collapse on themselves into more compact forms, which Nihlus then clips onto their respective holsters. The Spectre clipped a belt of frag grenades around his waist before running a quick diagnostic, ensuring that his suit and combat programs were all functioning optimally. As Nihlus continued his inspections, a three-man squad came up next to him to prepare their own gear, nodding in greeting as they came up. Each of them grabbed an assault rifle after decking themselves in identical dark-red armor. Nihlus' own Colossus armor was black with red trim. Within minutes, the _Beacon_ had entered Choraxis Prime's atmosphere and was quickly closing onto a clearing near the colony large enough for the ship to land. General Victus appeared to give them their final briefing.

"Spectre Kryik will touch down first and scout ahead," he declared. "The rest of you will be dropped half a klick west, where you'll meet up at the dig site. Our first priority is securing that beacon, soldiers; whatever secrets that artifact contains, we don't want the geth to access them. Am I clear?"

"Sir, yes sir!" the three soldiers rang out simultaneously. Nihlus merely nodded his affirmation. The bay doors creaked open to show the landscape whizzing by beneath them, eventually coming to a stop some six meters above the ground.  
>"This is your stop, Nihlus!" General Victus shouted over the howling wind. "Good luck!"<p>

"I don't need luck," the Spectre retorted as he stepped up to the edge of the bay.

"You sure you don't want one of us to come with you?" one of the soldiers asked, Nihlus did not know whom.

Drawing his shotgun and activating it, he replied, "I work better on my own," before leaping out of the ship, tucking in and rolling along as he hit the ground. He quickly got to his knees, scanning the area for any enemies. Satisfied that his surroundings were safe for the moment, Nihlus got to his feet and began to make his way to the dig site.

Due to the relative recentness and subsequent smallness of the colony on Choraxis Prime, the majority of the planet was still undeveloped. From where Nihlus was, one could see the entirety of the colony and its surrounding landscape. On a normal day, it would have been quite the beautiful sight. However, today the vista was marred by the bloody glow of a colony in flames overlooked by the towering black ship, the wind carrying a grim chorus of screams and gunshots.

Nihlus slowly made his way forward, shotgun always at the ready. He had to fight the urge to look at his suit's radar sensor, which was virtually useless at the moment. The area that he had been dropped in was populated by Gas Bags – large balloon-like creatures that passively floated about, seemingly oblivious to their world burning around them. Harmless though they were, their presence kept bringing up false positives on Nihlus' radar, so he had to rely on his own senses to detect enemies.

The Spectre heard a faint mechanical warbling in the distance that was quickly growing louder, and a pair of red dots on his radar rapidly closing in on his position. He dove for cover behind a pile of rocks just in time to avoid the two approaching entities, a pair of geth scout drones; little more than a head-sized disk with an eye and a gun on the bottom, the two drones zipped by Nihlus' position. They must have had radar of their own, however, as they abruptly stopped and changed course towards where the turian was hiding. The two drones swooped around Nihlus' hiding place and immediately opened fire, only his quick reflexes preventing him from having his head blasted off. As he ran to find a new hiding place, the two drones continued to pepper him with gunfire, the glowing blue bolts splashing against his kinetic barriers. As soon as Nihlus found some new cover, he aimed his shotgun at one of the drones and pulled the trigger. The internal mechanisms of the gun scraped off several chunks of metal each as large as a grain of sand off a solid block and used mass effect fields to accelerate those chunks at hypersonic speeds. The first blast directly struck the drone, ripping through its weak shields and equally thin metal body. As the wrecked machine tumbled to the ground, Nihlus shifted his aim towards its companion and fired again. The second drone managed to dodge to the side, so it only suffered a grazing blow; a third shot took it down for good. Nihlus looked around for any more hostiles; finding none, he stood up from his cover.

As he kicked away the sparking debris, Nihlus mentally assessed the battle. No one had fought the geth in over 300 years, so information on their capabilities was scarce. These drones were fast, the Spectre noted, with firepower far greater than their small size would indicate. His kinetic barriers were top-of-the-line, but whatever weaponry the drones used had easily chewed through them; one more shot, and they would have gone out completely, leaving him vulnerable. These units had fairly weak defenses, a point in his favor, but Nihlus did not hope that other, more robust models would be so easy to dispatch.

"Beta Squad, this is Nihlus," the Spectre reported to the secondary team. "I just eliminated a geth patrol. Be advised, they're fast and our shields are especially vulnerable to their weapons."

"Copy that, Sir," the leader of the soldiers acknowledged. "We'll keep an eye out—shit," he hissed, "radar's out. Be advised, Spectre, the geth have radar jamming technology. Keep your eyes peeled, boys; no telling what's—CONTACT!" he suddenly shouted out, making Nihlus wince at the sudden scream in his ear. The cry was punctuated by the rhythmic cracking of automatic gunfire and panicked shouting. "Kill it! Kill it! Oh Spirits, there's more of—_AAAUUUGH!_" The soldier gave one final, agonized scream before the line went silent.

"Come in, Beta Squad!" Nihlus said as he tried to regain the signal. When his efforts proved fruitless, he contacted the _Beacon of Unity_. "_Beacon_, this is Nihlus. I need a status update on Beta Squad," he barked shortly.  
>After a few seconds' delay, a voice replied with a detached, professional air, "All of Beta Squad's life signs are reading as inactive, Spectre Kryik. Whatever it was that hit them took them down fast. We can't come close enough do drop another squad. Apologies, Spectre, but you're on your own from here on out." Nihlus growled in frustration, but acknowledged the situation before ending the communication and once again assessing his situation. Here he was in unfamiliar territory, supposed to secure a prothean beacon while surrounded by geth and an unknown hostile that could rip through a team of marines in mere seconds, all without any sort of backup.<p>

So much for that paid vacation.

There was no use dwelling on it, however; he still had a job to do, difficult though it may be. He shouldered his shotgun and moved forward, making sure to keep ever vigilant.

* * *

><p>After nearly an hour of slow progress, Nihlus had finally reached the dig site. He had managed to dodge a few geth patrols and forced to engage several more. As he predicted, the bipedal troopers were hardier than their smaller, more mobile kin, but a blast of electricity from his omni-tool shorted the mechanical soldiers long enough for him to line up a shot and blast them away. While fighting them, he noticed that after several shots, the geth would pull back a slide to eject a glowing object before resuming fire. Once the fight had ended, Nihlus inspected one of these items more closely and saw that it was a glowing hot piece of metal roughly four centimeters in diameter and two centimeters thick. It was odd, but such curiosities would have to wait. Nihlus had bigger problems, like the fact that the prothean beacon was missing. Amongst the broken geth platforms were the bodies of the gunned-down workers, but the artifact itself was nowhere to be seen, and Nihlus had no idea where it might have been moved to.<p>

Any further thoughts that Nihlus may have had on the matter was curtailed when he noticed his radar display flicker and die. Whatever had killed Beta Squad was nearby. The turian's head swiveled to and fro, desperately trying to find the mysterious assassin. In the stillness of the air, he heard a faint purring sound off to his right. Nihlus immediately aimed his weapon in the direction of the sound, and nearly gasped at the horrific sight before him.

At the top of a nearby rock outcropping stood…something. It looked somewhat like a turian, but so different that no one could honestly call the creature one. It crawled on all fours like a beast and was missing its lower jaw. Its back was riddled with spikes and its body was skeletal, like something had sucked out all of its internal organs and replaced it with wires and lights and other technological bits. Its coal-black skin and ethereal blue lights made it look like a demon of some sort. Within seconds, three more identical creatures strode up alongside it. The apparent leader gave a soul-rattling shriek before it and its companions began to charge down the vertical wall.

Nihlus took aim and fired at one, which knocked it off the wall and onto its back. Another two shots dispatched it entirely. By then, the other three had made it to the ground and were galloping towards him at an incredible speed. He took aim at the leader and fired, but the beast leapt away from the blast at the last moment, leaving the shot to hit the dirt harmlessly. Another blast created similar results. Nihlus brought up the Incinerate function of his omni-tool and activated it. A glowing ball of plasma suddenly burst into existence in the palm of his hand and threw it at one of the creatures. The impact slowed it down slightly but it kept pace with its comrades, heedless of its conflagrated state until it collapsed, the flames having consumed too much of its body to stay together. By then the other two had reached him and leapt up to pounce. Nihlus managed to knock one aside with a blast with his shotgun but that left him vulnerable for the other to slam him into the ground. The creature knocked Nihlus' shotgun out of his hands and began to viciously tear at him. Within five swipes his shields had given out with a crackling snap and the sixth tore into his chest with the horrible screech of metal against metal. As it raised its claw up for another pass, Nihlus drew his sidearm and fired, making the beast's head explode in a shower of meat, bone, and wiring. He shoved the decapitated body off of him and stood up against the final monster. It stumbled as it circled him, injured but still dangerous until it was knocked back by a gunshot, one not fired by Nihlus. Three more shots struck the beast and it was finally dead. Nihlus turned to aim his pistol at the source of the gunshots and saw a turian standing at a nearby pathway with a smoking rifle in his hands. The Spectre was wary of the newcomer, but as he came closer, he saw that it was Lantar Sidonis, the turian that had broadcasted the distress signal.

"I'm glad that someone got my distress call," the Private declared as he picked up Nihlus' fallen shotgun and handed it back to its owner. "Are you all right?" he asked in concern.

"I'm fine," the Spectre replied. His suit protected him from any damage by the tackle, and a quick probing of the gouges in the front of his suit showed that the talons did not breach the undersuit, so he had no lacerations. Still, the fact that it was damaged at all was of great concern to the Spectre. Colossus armor was made by alternating layers of carbon nanofiber weave and ceramic and titanium plating to create an armor that would need weapons better suited for taking out light vehicles to seriously damage. And yet this…whatever it was, had managed to tear through it like it was made out of tin foil and tissue paper. Never before had Nihlus felt so close to death, not even when he had fought against an asari Justicar, a monk-like law enforcer that believed in neither mercy nor compromise. "What were those things?" he asked as he shook those thoughts away. There was time to contemplate his brush with death later.

"I call them Stalkers," Sidonis replied as he nodded to the beast that he had slain. "The geth grab bodies and throw them on these enormous spikes, and they turn into…these." After a second's hesitation, he added, "They're not always dead when they're turned." Nihlus managed to suppress the urge to grimace at the news. "I don't know exactly how many of these things are crawling around; a couple dozen or so at least, and I've never seen one alone."

"What about the geth forces? Where did they take the beacon?" Nihlus demanded.

"They took it to the spaceport on the other side of the colony. I'll take you there," Sidonis offered before heading towards the colony, Nihlus right alongside him. "As for the geth, there're mostly troopers and scout drones, though I have seen a couple of big ones stomping around. At least three meters tall, with guns to match." Nihlus frowned at this new information.

"What about survivors? Is there anyone?" he asked.

"Far as I know, I'm the only one. Wait," he continued as he frowned, recalling a tidbit of information. "There was a quarian here. Resupplying, I think. She was shacked up on the edge of town; she might still be alive." Nihlus never thought that he would be grateful for the presence of a quarian. Though like much of the galaxy he held a dim view of the wandering aliens, in this instance they were a blessing. As the original creators of the geth, if anyone knew about the homicidal synthetics it would be one of them.

"Take me to the quarian," Nihlus ordered. Sidonis nodded and led the Spectre to the outskirts of the colony. There, only a few scattered houses stood, mostly intact. In front of one of them were close to a dozen enemy bodies, both geth and Stalker. A few of the geth had deep tears and gouges across their bodies, indicating that they and the Stalkers had fought for some reason, and several more of the dead enemies were missing heads and limbs.  
>The ground in front of Nihlus suddenly exploded and the Spectre instinctively jumped to take cover behind a tree, Sidonis doing the same.<p>

"Hold your fire, damn it, we're friendly!" the colony guard shouted out before Nihlus could say anything.

"W-Who's there?" a scared female voice demanded from within the house. The voice had a slight synthetic quality to it, confirming to Nihlus that this was the quarian that they were seeking.

"My name is Nihlus Kryik, Citadel Spectre," Nihlus responded. "I have one of the colony guards with me. We're not here to hurt you, Miss. Just come out and we can help you," he continued as he slowly peeked around his cover. After several tense seconds passed by, the door to the house slid open with a hiss and its sole occupant slowly stepped out. The young quarian wore a tight-fitting black bodysuit with a gray veil draped over her head. Only her reflective, almost-glowing eyes were visible through the near-opaque violet visor of her helmet. In her hands, she warily held a shotgun at the ready; it was a long-barreled hunting model that civilians used for hunting. Nihlus doubted that security would have allowed her to bring a weapon into the colony, so she probably stole it after the carnage had started, not that he blamed her in this instance. Slowly the two turians came out of their cover with their hands above their heads. When she saw that it was not a trick of some sort, the quarian lowered her weapon and sagged in relief.

"_Keelah_," she sighed as the day's events weighed heavily on her. "I thought I was the only survivor."

"Pretty close," Sidonis responded as he lowered his arms. "Far as I know, it's just the three of us." Gesturing to the fallen geth and Stalkers, he asked, "Your handiwork?"

"Yeah," she answered as she straightened up slightly in pride. "It turns out that if you're good enough, you can hack the geth's IFF routines. It only lasts for a few seconds before the system reboots, but it served as a nice distraction." She patted her shotgun to emphasize her point.

"That's very fascinating, but I'm more concerned about why the geth are here in the first place," Nihlus cut in. "And I'd also like to know why _you're_ here," he added suspiciously. The quarian narrowed her eyes angrily at the Spectre, but answered nonetheless.

"_I_ was here in pursuit of my Pilgrimage," she answered tersely. Nihlus vaguely recalled reading about the Pilgrimage. It was a quarian rite of passage where young adults would go out into the galaxy to find useful things to bring back to the Migrant Fleet. "I stopped here to pick up some supplies, and maybe see if there were any new crops I could bring back to the fleet. And I have no idea why the geth are here."

"My guess is it has something to do with that," Sidonis chimed in, pointing at the titanic black ship in the distance. "They're probably taking orders from whoever owns that ship," he continued.

"But why would the geth take orders from anybody?" the quarian questioned.

"You're the geth expert, you tell me," Sidonis retorted. "But I wasted enough time in history class to know that that doesn't look remotely like any geth ship anyone's ever seen, so it's probably from someone else," the turian soldier reasoned. "If whoever owns that ship has the technology to land a monstrosity like that groundside, they've probably got other tricks too. Maybe it was too much for the geth to resist," he finished with a shrug.

"As fascinating as this discussion is, we still have a mission to complete," Nihlus interrupted. "So, can we _please_ keep moving towards the spaceport?" he demanded.

"Wait!" the quarian shouted before Sidonis could respond. "Please take me with you."

"Why should I? You're a civilian," Nihlus retorted neutrally.

"I can fight!" the quarian argued. "Look," she said, "like your friend said, I'm the resident geth expert, so I can help you fight them. Plus, I'm pretty mean with a shotgun," she continued, hefting her weapon for emphasis. Nihlus gave her a level stare, unconvinced.

"She did manage to hold off several geth and Stalkers by herself, Sir," Sidonis opined. Nihlus glared at him for a moment before reluctantly nodding his head.

"Fine," he ground out tersely, "you can come. But," he added, pointing a talon at the quarian, "you will do what I say when I say it, are we clear?"

"Crystal," the quarian answered with a nod. "By the way, I'm Tali, Tali'Zorah nar Rayya."

* * *

><p>They soon found out that bringing Tali along was the best decision as they moved closer to the spaceport. Whenever they would stumble across a geth scouting party, the quarian would hack one of the troopers and make it shoot at its former comrades. The trio would then take the opportunity to gun them down while they were distracted. Even the occasional roving pack of Stalkers seemed to lose its intimidating quality when facing then with three competent combatants instead of one. In time, they finally reached the spaceport. It was a large, circular area surrounded by crates and buildings. Many of the containers were smashed and the buildings were aflame.<p>

"That tram line leads to the loading bay," Sidonis said, pointing towards a set of train tracks leading away from the area. "If the geth are trying to steal the beacon, that's where they'd take it."

"Good work," Nihlus congratulated the young soldier. "I'll call the train; you two go check for survivors," he ordered. Sidonis nodded and motioned for Tali to follow him as left to begin his search. As they left, Nihlus walked up to the computer that would call a train to take them to where the beacon hopefully was. The computer's structure was scorched and dented, but it was still operational, and the Spectre managed to summon transport without difficulty. As he waited, Nihlus kept vigilant, keeping an eye on his radar and surroundings. The turian saw a yellow blip on his radar coming from the north, and frowned in concern. As far as he knew, Sidonis and Tali were the only ones that were tagged as friendly in his IFF protocols, and he could not think of why only one of them would be approaching so slowly. He hid behind a nearby building and brought his shotgun to the ready, fearing that perhaps the geth had a way to spoof his radar entirely instead of merely jamming it. What came out was neither geth nor his new companions, but a shockingly familiar figure. It was a turian with smooth armor and skin gray as ash. Tubes, wires, and other mechanical bits protruded from one shoulder and went into his chest. Icy-blue eyes surveyed the area.

"Saren?" Nihlus called out as he stepped out from behind his cover, shotgun lowered but not holstered. "What are you doing here?" he demanded. The other turian turned towards the Spectre.

"Nihlus," Saren Arterius greeted in a low, rumbling growl. "I heard the distress call and came down to investigate. It seems that I was too late though," he continued. Nihlus ignored the apparent lack of regret in the older turian's voice; Spectres as a rule rarely displayed their emotions to others.

"Tell me about it," Nihlus said as he turned to take in the carnage around him once more. "This is a complete disaster. I don't know how things could possibly get any worse," he lamented.

"Don't worry, my friend," he heard Saren say behind him. "I have it all under control." While Nihlus was looking around, doubt scratched at the back of his mind. He was already in orbit above the colony when the distress signal was first broadcasted. For Saren to have responded so quickly, he had to have already been in the system. Information about the prothean relic was restricted even to other Spectres, so what business would Saren have in this system, and why did the _Beacon_ not detect his ship before? Then he heard a sound that sent every survival instinct into overdrive:

The soft _whirr-click_ of a gun unfolding.

Nihlus immediately ducked and swung his shotgun above him, knocking aside Saren's pistol just as it fired from its original position right behind where his head used to be. He brought the shotgun back to fire at the backstabbing turian, but Saren dodged aside just as Nihlus pulled the trigger. Saren tried to shoot him again but Nihlus reached up and grabbed his arm, squeezing a pressure point in the wrist. In addition to causing a significant amount of pain, it loosened Saren's grip on his weapon until it simply fell out of his hand. In retaliation, the grayed turian grabbed his opponent by the wrist and roughly pulled him up. His body was surrounded by a flaring blue corona before slamming Nihlus with a biotically-enhanced headbutt that would make a krogan proud. Saren wrenched his arm and Nihlus' shotgun out of the dazed turian's hands before tossing the weapon aside and, grabbing the younger turian by the head crest, roughly slammed his face into the senior Spectre's knee and tossing him aside. An augmented kick to the ribs sent Nihlus flying several meters before skidding to a stop. Using his biotic powers to bring his errant pistol back into his hand, Saren strode over to his fallen former comrade and prepared to deliver the coup de grâce when his barriers suddenly flared up; someone was firing at him. He looked up to see Sidonis and Tali in the distance, the turian guard firing at him with quick, accurate shots. Saren quickly returned fire, but only got a few shots off before Tali sent a program that spoofed his gun into thinking it overheated. By then Nihlus had recovered enough to draw his own pistol and fire at Saren. One of the rounds managed to break through the traitor's barriers and graze his arm, making him hiss in pain. Now receiving gunfire from two fronts, Saren engulfed himself in biotic energy and leapt backwards, his powers propelling him many meters away. Just then, the train that Nihlus had called arrived at the station. Flaring his mandibles in the turian version of a wicked grin, Saren made one more biotic jump onto the train and input the departure commands. As the transport began to ride away, he fired several shots at the station terminal, destroying the computer. Tali and Sidonis ran up just in time to see Saren give one last taunting wave before he sped off into the distance.

"Damn it!" Sidonis cried out as he watched Saren disappear. He heard a loud crackling hiss; turning towards it, he groaned when he saw the wrecked terminal. "Shit," he groaned at the sight. "The spaceport's nearly three kilometers from here, we'll never make it on foot." Shaking his head in frustration, the guard ran up to Nihlus and helped the beaten Spectre to his feet. "Who was that guy?" he asked as he handed Nihlus back his shotgun.

"His name is Saren Arterius," Nihlus answered as he inspected his weapon for damage; finding none, he collapsed and holstered it. "He's one of the Citadel's best Spectres. What I don't understand is what he's doing here."

"I can't imagine that it's anything good, considering he tried to kill you," Tali said as she used a piece of debris to pry off a panel from the wrecked terminal. She crouched down in front of the opening and, after waving away the plume of smoke that billowed outwards, began to inspect the interior. "I think I can patch it up enough to call another train. Just give me a minute," she continued as she began to root through the terminal's mangled innards. As Tali continued to tinker, Sidonis turned to Nihlus.

"So, I believe that's twice I've saved your life, now," he quipped with entirely too much cheer for the Spectre's liking.

"Oh?" he replied nonchalantly. "And how do you figure that?" he asked.

"Well…" Sidonis began as he adjusted the grip on his gun, "there was that thing with the Stalker earlier, and my saving you from Saren just now. By my count, that's two times I saved your ass," he said.

"I assure you, I had the situation entirely under control," Nihlus retorted with an arrogant sniff. "All you did was merely hasten the inevitable."

"Ha!" Sidonis barked out. "If it weren't for me, that Stalker would have made mincem—"

"Got it!" Tali cried out, interrupting Sidonis. The trio stood patiently as they waited for the tram to arrive, and within minutes they could see it in the distance. Sidonis squinted at the tiny speck in the distance as it approached; it looked like there was something riding it, but it was too far to tell what.

"Hey, do either of you have binoculars or something? It looks like something's on that train," he said. Nihlus reached into one of his armor's pouches and extracted a pocket monocular. Peering through the device, he saw several geth troopers riding the approaching tram, along with a black-and-gold geth that towered over its comrades.

"We've got geth approaching fast. Hide!" he hissed as the three scattered behind whatever cover they could find. "Tali, can you adjust your Overload program to hit multiple targets?" he asked over their comm. system as he drew his shotgun.

"I can, but it won't be as strong," the quarian replied, her omni-tool already activated to begin making the necessary adjustments.

"Once she hits them with that, Sidonis and I will toss grenades at their feet," Nihlus continued as he reached to his hip compartment and withdrew one of the disc-shaped explosives. "Afterwards, we'll mop up any survivors. Are we clear?" he demanded.

"Clear," Tali confirmed as she finished the last touches on her modified program.

"Got it," Sidonis said as he palmed his own grenade. Mere seconds later, the geth-laden tram pulled into the station. Half a dozen troopers marched out, followed by their gargantuan comrade. As they began to spread out, Tali sprung from her cover and unleashed her program, the mechs' shields flaring blue as electricity coursed through them. As she ducked back down, the two turians primed their grenades and tossed them towards the disoriented geth. A large cloud of shattered metal and plastic bloomed outward as the grenades exploded. Only the giant remained – battered, but still functional. The three fighters flung themselves to the floor as the juggernaut immediately returned fire, its heavy rounds easily punching through the meager shelter above them.

_Tough bastard_, Nihlus thought to himself as he pressed a small red button on the bottom of his shotgun. As the weapon began to glow red and give off an ominous hum, he mentally added, _Luckily, I have this_. During a momentary lapse in gunfire, Nihlus leapt up, aimed at the geth juggernaut, and pulled the trigger. Within the mechanisms of the gun, a pinch's worth of metal fragments were shaved off a secondary ammo block composed of a softer metal as the primary. As they traveled down the barrel, several tiny but powerful lasers superheated the granules. As the mass of glowing molten metal shot forth and impacted the juggernaut with enough force to make even a charging krogan pause, the superheated liquid exploded and burned easily through the geth's armor, taking out much of its right side. The device was dangerous, both because of the explosion and because the intense heat generated took the weapon out of commission for several crucial seconds, and rather expensive to boot. But as he watched the enormous geth juggernaut stumble and crash to the ground, the light in its eye flickering away for good, Nihlus could not help but think that the appropriately-named Carnage mod was worth every credit.

"Come on, we still need to catch Saren," Nihlus said as he and his two companions made their way to the tram, taking care not to tread on any molten droplets or red-hot shrapnel. Sidonis operated the console, and the platform began to shoot towards their destination.

* * *

><p>Saren strode confidently through the spaceport as his geth subordinates milled about, securing the perimeter. Standing before him was the prothean beacon. It stood tall and proud at nearly ten meters high, a green aura pulsing rhythmically from its core. Its form was dirty and blemished, but whole and functional, a totem of defiance against the ravages of time. The turian had never considered himself especially fond of prothean architecture, but even he could appreciate the beauty before him. But his concerns lied not at the aesthetic features of the beacon, but the knowledge contained within. He had initially ignored this colony; just another farm world, nothing that concerned a Spectre of his caliber. But then he had learned that there was an intact prothean beacon on this world. Fortune had favored him; the locals had already excavated and moved the beacon to a more convenient location, sparing him the time and effort of unearthing it himself.<p>

As he stepped closer to the beacon, its pulsing quickened. When he was only a few meters away from it, he was lifted off his feet by an unseen force. Fighting the instinctive urge to struggle, Saren let the beacon do as it may with him, lifting him higher and higher into the air. He gasped as his mind was suddenly flooded with sounds and images, jumbled and distorted, rushing by too fast for him to comprehend. Time seemed to stop for Saren as he absorbed the information. It could have been seconds or minutes before he was finally unceremoniously dropped to the ground, gasping for breath. He struggled not to vomit as his mind reeled from the bounty of information forcibly introduced into his brain, but he was a proud turian Spectre, he would not show weakness so easily. He eventually managed to regain his senses and stood up, roughly brushing aside the geth that had come to assist him. One of the large juggernauts stomped up to him and spoke in a deep, metallic drone.

"Saren Arterius, enemy combatants are approaching," it reported. Saren snarled in annoyance; it seemed that Nihlus and his cohorts had managed to find a way to chase him despite his efforts. It was no matter; Saren already had what he needed.

"Stop them," he ordered.

"Understood," the juggernaut said with a nod of its head as it left to perform its task.  
>Turning to a nearby trooper, Saren continued, "We're done here. Set some charges; I don't want anything of this spaceport left standing." As he stepped into the shuttle that would take him back to his ship, the turian noted idly that while the larger, more advanced geth units could speak, the smaller ones seemed to lack that capability. He quickly shrugged it off; he had more important things to worry about than the peculiarities of geth physiology, like making sense of the mess of information that the beacon had planted in his mind.<p>

* * *

><p>Nihlus rapped his talons on the tram's handrail impatiently as the platform raced to its destination. Every second that passed was one more that Saren could use to perform whatever nefarious deed he had come to this planet for. No sooner had the thought crossed his mind when a single geth ship zoomed above their heads back to the black dreadnought. It was beetle-like in shape, and small enough to most likely be a transport of some kind.<p>

"Who wants to bet that that was Saren?" Sidonis inquired, voicing Nihlus' private discomforts.

"It doesn't matter," the Spectre said firmly. "The only important thing is securing that beacon. Or what's left of it, anyway," he added pessimistically. The tram slowed to a stop as it finally reached its destination, its three passengers quickly disembarking. They quickly dove behind walls and crates as they found themselves besieged by another juggernaut and its trooper cohorts. The synthetics seemed to have learned from their previous encounter with the trio, as they kept a safe distance from each other to prevent the assaulters from wiping them out in one stroke like before. Still they fell quickly, the troopers' shields being overloaded by Tali while Sidonis brought them down with quick, accurate shots; an Overload followed by a few blasts and a Carnage shot took down the juggernaut.

The trio moved swiftly through the spaceport. Soon they found a group of three geth troopers surrounding a large oval device. Two of the mechs stood guard while the third kneeled before the machine and tinkered with it. A covert hack from Tali had one of the guards roughly pulling the tinkerer away and shooting it in the chest before it was shot down itself by its companion. The remainder was quickly disposed of. Tali quickly ran to the device and began scanning it while the two turians stood watch for any more enemies. She soon hissed out a phrase that Nihlus' translator could not interpret, but judging by the harsh tone, it was likely a curse of some sort.

"What is it?" he asked.

"This thing," Tali said, waving towards the device before them, "it's a bomb; a powerful one. A few of these in the right places, and this spaceport would be nothing more than a smoldering crater. Thankfully this one hadn't been armed yet." She stood up and her hand began to fly across her omni-tool as she rapidly typed in commands. "I'm recalibrating my radar to try and find the other bombs," she explained as she continued to work. "Got it," she declared a few seconds later. "There are three more bombs. Can either of you disable one?" she asked,

"Not me," Sidonis answered with a shake of his head.

"I can," Nihlus said. "Sidonis, you go with Tali and watch her back while she works. You two hit one, I'll hit another, and we'll rendezvous at the last bomb. Send me the coordinates," he ordered. Tali sent the software patch that she had designed to detect the bombs to Nihlus' omni-tool. He downloaded the package and suddenly found three red dots on his radar. After informing his two comrades that he would meet them at the farthest bomb, Nihlus ran towards one while Tali and Sidonis ran for another.

When Sidonis reached his bomb, he immediately thought that something was wrong. It was hidden in a corner about forty meters away from where the first one was, but what set him on edge was that there were no geth around. His radar did not detect any, but he remained vigilant all the same. Carefully checking to make sure that there were no traps or surprises, Nihlus approached the bomb and carefully pried the front panel off. Inside was a tangled mess of wire that would leave most in dazed fright. He quickly and carefully traced the wires back to their various sources and, after making sure that there were no secondary detonators or other failsafes, he drew his combat knife and cut a few wires to deactivate the bomb with just over three minutes to spare. Nihlus noted that throughout the ordeal, no geth or Stalkers had appeared to stop him; apparently, mechs and…whatever monstrosities the Stalkers were felt it unnecessary to guard a bomb that was already armed and counting down, fortunately for him. At the very edge of his radar, he saw the second bomb's signature wink out of existence.  
>His time was swiftly running out, so the Spectre rushed towards the final bomb, the yellow pips denoting Tali and Sidonis close behind. Nihlus came to a stop behind a wall that overlooked the spaceport's landing pad. Peeking around the corner, he saw the prothean beacon intact and active, with the final bomb placed a few meters away. What concerned him more was the almost dozen geth troopers nearing his position; apparently, the mechs had taken notice of their bombs going offline. A quick glance at his omni-tool's clock showed that he had slightly more than 90 seconds before the bomb exploded.<p>

"Go, I'll cover you!" he ordered as he leaned out of cover and blasted one geth with an Overload. A quick shotgun blast destroyed it; another one took out its neighbor. A Carnage shot took out three more. He ducked back behind his cover when the remaining geth focused their fire on him, allowing Tali and Sidonis to slip by and disarm the bomb. A grenade took out two more of the troopers, leaving four more remaining. Two more fell to another Carnage blast once his shotgun had cooled down. Nihlus holstered the overheated weapon and drew his pistol after prepping his omni-tool to fire another Overload. The turian took a deep, bracing breath before he leapt out of cover, shocking the first geth he saw. A double-tap punched through the mech's thin armor and brought it down. Nihlus immediately shifted fire to the sole survivor and began to fire as fast as he could pull the trigger, paying no heed to the gunfire that greedily ate through his shields. The geth's shields failed first, sealing its fate; however, one of its own rounds managed to penetrate Nihlus' shields and make a grazing shot on the Spectre's side, leaving an ugly scorch mark on his armor.

"Got it!" Tali cried out as she disabled the bomb. All three released a big sigh of relief that they were no longer in imminent danger of being vaporized. Sidonis looked up at the beacon that stood near them, glowing ominously.

"All this for a beacon," Sidonis muttered grimly. "I hope this damn thing was worth it." As if it heard him, the beacon's glow suddenly intensified and the turian found himself being dragged towards the monolith. "No, no. _No-no-no-no-no-no_! Help!" he cried out, dropping his weapon as he desperately tried to break free from the artifact's hold on him. Tali gasped and grabbed Sidonis' hand to try and pull him free, but she was not strong enough to break the beacon's grasp and began to be pulled forward herself.

Nihlus vaulted over the stairs that led from his shelter to the landing bay and dashed forward, tackling Sidonis out of the way. Tali was dragged away as well, but Nihlus now found himself trapped in the beacon's grasp. Before he knew it, the Spectre found himself hovering high off the ground. The beacon's glow intensified to blinding levels and he suddenly felt his head explode with pain. His mouth hung open in a silent scream as information flooded his brain faster than he could comprehend. In what felt like an eternity but what was in actuality mere seconds, the process was complete. Instead of gently setting Nihlus down like it did with Saren, the beacon violently exploded, flinging the Spectre away where he tumbled and rolled, eventually crashing into a wall and slumping down, unconscious.

"Oh shit," Sidonis groaned when he saw the Spectre fall. He ran over to his fellow turian and checked his pulse. It was faint, but steady; a check of his breathing yielded the same. He activated Nihlus' omni-tool and synched his own to the Spectre's communication frequency. Opening a channel, he declared calmly but firmly, "To any Citadel ships on this channel, this is Private Lantar Sidonis of the Two Hundred Forty-First Infantry Division. Spectre Kryik is down; we need immediate medical evacuation at the Choraxis Prime spaceport. I repeat, Spectre Kryik is down and we need immediate medical evacuation."

"This is the _Beacon of Unity_ acknowledging your distress call, Private Sidonis," a nameless voice responded. "Assistance will be with you in—" Whatever the technician said was drowned out by the deafening rumble of the dreadnought in the distance lifting off with a speed and grace that belied its massive size. As it rose into the heavens, it gave off a truly horrible sound that made both Sidonis and Tali cry out in pain. It was a deep, mechanical roar that pierced his ears and rattled his bones. But what was worse was a painful prickling sensation in his head, like someone was jabbing hundreds of tiny needles into his brain. As the massive ship receded, so too did the needles, until it went away completely as the ship disappeared above the clouds. Within minutes, the Beacon of Unity had arrived at the spaceport. Though it was too large to land, it was small and maneuverable enough to bring its open cargo bay doors onto a ledge. A pair of medical personnel carrying a stretcher rushed towards them and carefully lifted the still unconscious Nihlus onto the carrier before rushing to the ship. More paramedics along with ship security escorted the remaining two survivors onto the ship, after they confiscated their weapons.

With their Spectre down and the prothean beacon destroyed, the _Beacon of Unity_ had no more reason to linger on Choraxis Prime. So once everyone had boarded, the frigate took to the skies, leaving behind naught but corpses and ash.

* * *

><p>When Nihlus finally regained consciousness, the first thing he saw was the bleach-white ceiling of the <em>Beacon of Unity's<em> medical bay. He groaned; his head throbbed and his body ached, like a krogan had tap-danced on his skull after being hit by a truck. Slowly he tried to push himself up, only to gently be pushed back down.

"Take it easy, sir," said the medical worker, a female turian whose name Nihlus could not recall. "You've been through quite an ordeal." She tapped a few buttons on her omni-tool. "I've just informed General Victus about your awakening," she explained, "he'll want to debrief you on what happened."

"How long was I out?" Nihlus rasped out, his mouth and throat dry and scratchy. The doctor quickly prepared a cup of water with a straw that the Spectre took small, slow sips through.  
>"You've been unconscious for nearly two days, Sir," she replied once Nihlus had drunk his fill. "We'll be reaching the Citadel in about a week." The medical bay doors slid open to welcome General Victus.<p>

"How's our resident Spectre faring, Doctor?" he inquired.

"He's stable," she replied. "He still needs plenty of rest, but he should be fit to see the Council by the time we reach the Citadel," she reported.

"That's good news, Doctor," General Victus said with a smile. "Would you mind leaving us alone for a minute? I would like to have a word with Spectre Kryik in private." It was phrased as a request, but all three turians could tell that it was actually an order.

"…Of course, Sir," the doctor acquiesced after a moment's hesitation, uncertain about leaving a patient unattended. "I'll be right outside if you need me." With a respectful nod, the doctor left the two soldiers alone. General Victus pressed a button on the door that made the holographic projection shift from a light green to a bold red, signaling that the door was now locked. He grabbed a nearby chair and sat down next to Nihlus.

"Now that we're alone, do you think you're up to telling me just what in the spirits' names happened down there?" he demanded. Nihlus groaned softly, but after a few moments to collect his thoughts (and a few more sips of water), he informed General Victus of all that had transpired on the planet. The most disturbing part in the general's mind was the news of Saren's treachery. A rogue Spectre was dangerous enough, but a rogue Spectre with an army? Who knows what sort of damage he could cause. "And what about the beacon?" he asked. "It was destroyed when we picked you up." Nihlus frowned as he tried to recollect what happened. The information that the beacon had forcibly shoved into his brain was a jumbled mess of blurry images and static.

"I'm not sure myself," he admitted. "It lifted me up and implanted…something into my brain. It's all just a blur, though; nothing makes any sense." General Victus hummed neutrally, but Nihlus could sense a faint air of disappointment in the general's tone. "What about the two survivors that were with me?" he asked.

"Private Sidonis and the quarian?" the general asked back. At Nihlus' nod of confirmation, he said, "They're fine. We're keeping them confined to the general areas of the ship, and gave them a security escort. The quarian especially," he added. Nihlus nodded in understanding; quarians had a habit of stealing whatever technology they thought could be useful, and having design specs from a top-of-the-line warship appearing in the quarians' ramshackle Migrant Fleet would be both embarrassing and a security disaster for the Council. General Victus stood up and gently patted Nihlus on the shoulder. "You should get some rest. I have a feeling that once you tell the Council what you told me, neither of us will be getting much more of it in the near future." Nihlus gave a weary grunt in agreement. This elicited an amused chuckle from the general as he unlocked the door and exited the medical bay. Nihlus shifted in his bed to find a more comfortable position and tried to relax. Sleep would soon overtake him.

* * *

><p><strong>Deep Space Beyond Seberann System – Approx. 2 Days Earlier…<strong>

One hour after the razing of Choraxis Prime, a black ship, larger than any vessel constructed by the Citadel, hurtled through the empty void between stars. Deep within the monolithic structure were two figures, one standing and one sitting in a simply-crafted ebon chair.

"How is your head?" asked the sitting figure. It was a turian with dark gray skin; bone-white face paint was spread across his face, giving him the visage of a skull. Beside him, Saren rubbed his temple with a groan.

"Better," he ground out. "The headache is gone, but the information is still blended together. Garbage," he snarled.

"I see," the other turian said. "I can't say that I'm surprised; the protheans would have designed their artifacts to interact with other protheans, not turians. Unless we find a cipher of some sort to interpret the information into a way that you can comprehend, I doubt that anything will change."

"And where do you suppose we shall find such a thing, Brother?" Saren asked, annoyance lacing his voice. The other turian did not appear offended; in fact, he seemed amused by the treacherous Spectre's irritation.

"I have an idea of where we can search," he replied with a chuckle. "If I'm right, then soon, all the information contained within your mind will be clear as day." A faint whisper in the turian's mind informed him of another person in their midst. Without warning, he spun his chair around to face his intruder. "Ah, Matriarch Benezia!" he cried out joyfully. "What news do you bring?" he asked. Out of the shadows sashayed an asari clad in a black, form-fitting dress and head adorned with an elaborate headdress.

"Desolas, Saren," she greeted in a voice that spoke of centuries of experiences. "I've just received news from the geth." Turning to face Saren, she continued, "It seems that your attempt to level the colony was thwarted; that Spectre and his friends were able to disarm all of the bombs. It is likely that Nihlus Kryik or one of his companions has also accessed the prothean beacon." Saren clenched his fists tightly and a deep, bestial growl began to emanate from his throat when Desolas grabbed him by the wrist.

"Calm down, Brother," he softly beseeched. This seemed to soothe Saren's anger, his hands relaxing. "While this is unfortunate news," he continued as he turned his attention back to Benezia, "it is ultimately only a minor setback. As long as they do not have a way to interpret the information and they do not know what it is we seek, we maintain the advantage."

"There is another thing," the asari matriarch declared. "The geth also report that the quarian girl has managed to recover data from units that were on the field." This caught Desolas' attention. "They informed me that all she recovered were a few fragments, but they expressed a concern that she may be able to reconstruct the data." Desolas cradled his head in his hand as he pondered this new development. This was much more distressing; if they found out anything about their movements or goals it could potentially majorly damage their plans.

"Saren, do you have the contacts to make this quarian problem go away?" he asked his brother.

"I do," the Spectre said simply.

"Do it," Desolas ordered. Turning back to Benezia, he continued, "Return to Noveria and oversee our assets there." Benezia gave a graceful bow before receding back into the shadows. Once he was certain that the asari was gone, Desolas gave another hearty chuckle. "I'll admit, I wasn't too certain when you first brought her into our plans," he informed his brother. "But once she saw reason, we have done nothing but benefit from her presence." After a few seconds of thought, he spoke again. "She has a daughter, doesn't she; an archeologist specializing in protheans, if I recall correctly."

"You are," Saren confirmed as he looked at his brother curiously. "Why do you ask?"

"Because if, by some horrible twist of fate, I am not able to find a cipher at the location I'm thinking of, then she may be our best chance of deciphering the information in your mind," Desolas explained. "At the very least, our having her would deprive your old friend Nihlus of that opportunity. Once you've dealt with the quarian girl, find out where she's hiding and capture her. Alive, please; we wouldn't want to upset our dear matriarch." Saren grunted, but Desolas had known him long enough to understand that his brother would do as he asked. He smiled, and if one looked closely, they could see his blue eyes glow a faint red. "Soon, Saren," he assured the Spectre beside him. "Soon we will unlock the secrets in your mind and discover the location of the Conduit. Once we find it, the galaxy will burn, and the turian race shall begin its glorious ascension."

* * *

><p>Well, that took...forever. I hope it was worth the wait.<p>

I hope that all my American readers had a wonderful July 4 weekend.

Don't forget to leave a review!


	4. Welcome Home Party

I don't own Halo or Mass Effect.

* * *

><p>It had been a long week for Nihlus. With the doctor refusing to let him leave the infirmary, all the Spectre had to occupy himself was write his after-action report for the Council and ponder its contents. He had sent a communiqué to the Council informing them that he had an urgent matter to speak of, but did not wish to discuss it over the ship's communications array for fear of interception. There were so many things that made no sense: Why was Saren working with the geth? What was the giant black ship, and where did it come from? What was on that prothean beacon that Saren wanted so badly he was willing to turn rogue and annihilate an entire colony to obtain it?<p>

Though the headache had passed, the information downloaded into his mind made no more sense now than it did then. It was still just a jumbled mess, a random assortment of ear-piercing noises and brief glimpses of things passing by too quickly to comprehend. It was maddening, and the sooner that he could either make sense of it, or be rid of it entirely, the happier he would be.

Tali and Sidonis had fared fairly well. After confiscating their weapons, the two were allowed around non-classified areas of the _Beacon_, though always with a guard escort. Since the only non-classified areas of the ship were the infirmary, mess hall, and bunks, they too quickly grew bored, and spent the majority of their time keeping him company. Sidonis would jabber on about whatever came to mind while Tali would sit and quietly fiddle with her omni-tool. When pressed, she said that she was reconstructing some data that she had recovered from the geth she fought on Choraxis Prime. She further explained that though the mechs automatically wiped their memory cores upon termination, if one was fast or lucky enough – and here she swelled a bit with pride – then one could salvage a few scraps here and there. Most of what she had was junk data, too fragmented and corrupted to be of any use, but she had found an audio file embedded in the noise and was reconstructing it bit by bit.

Nihlus was finally released from the infirmary in time to witness the _Beacon's_ final jump. He approached the helm and watched as they approached the mass relay. The ship was enveloped by the relay's energy and hurtled forward to their destination. Instead of the infinite emptiness of space, the _Beacon of Unity_ was welcomed with a thick, impenetrable cloud of space gas and dust, the crew's vision obscured with a brilliant purple glow. The pilot followed the pre-determined coordinates before him to maneuver through the clouds. Within minutes, the thick purple clouds parted to reveal their destination: the Citadel.

An artifact from the long-extinct protheans, the Citadel was a massive space station that functioned as both a city and the center of galactic government. It was simple in design, five arms, each reaching nearly 45 kilometers in length, surrounding a central ring. Over 13 million people lived on the station, the majority of whom resided in the Wards located in the arms, while the wealthy and the seat of government resided in the Presidium inside the central ring. Hundreds of ships flitted about the Citadel like bees buzzing around their hive.

"Home sweet home," General Victus said as he came up beside Nihlus. Ordering the pilot to open a channel, he declared, "Citadel, this is General Victus aboard the _Beacon of Unity_ requesting permission to land."

"Acknowledged, Beacon of Unity, you may berth at dock thirty-four-C," a cool female voice responded.

"This is Spectre Nihlus Kryik," Nihlus said before the channel could be closed, "requesting a C-Sec escort for myself and two VIPs for an immediate Council session."

"Copy that, Spectre. C-Sec has been notified and will be awaiting you at your dock," the operator replied.

Citadel Security Services, or C-Sec for short, is the organization that enforces law and order across the Citadel. It is a prestigious organization, with applicants usually requiring several years of exemplary service in the military or planetary police force in order to be considered. The Spectres and C-Sec often clashed, with C-Sec feeling that the Spectres were dangerous for not being bound by the law, while the Spectres felt constrained by C-Sec's adherence to rules and protocol. Nihlus himself had chafed under the organization's red tape in the past, but this was the best way to quickly and safely escort Tali and Sidonis to the Council.

The _Beacon of Unity_ nimbly weaved its way through the void until it reached its designated berth. As the ship slowly slid into position, large electromagnets lowered and clamped onto its sides, holding it in place. Once the docking was complete, Nihlus, Sidonis, and Tali stepped into the airlock and waited through the tedious but necessary decontamination procedure before being released to the world. The outer doors slid open to reveal an asari with white facial markings and a turian with a range finder over one eye, both sporting the blue-and-silver uniforms of C-Sec.

"Spectre Nihlus Kryik?" the asari asked. At Nihlus' nod, she continued, "I'm Detective Nassura and this is Detective Vakarian. Per your request, we'll be escorting you and your associates to the Council Chambers."

"I appreciate your help on this matter, Detective," Nihlus said as he shook Detective Nassura's hand.

"Pleasure to help, Spectre," the asari replied. "Vakarian, you take the quarian, Spectre Kryik and his associate will be riding with me," she continued, pointing to Tali and Sidonis.

"Yes, ma'am," Vakarian said with a nod. Turning to Tali he added, "Come with me, Miss." Though Tali looked uneasy at separating from her companions, she nonetheless followed the turian to his skycar, where a female turian awaited them. Tali climbed in the back seat while Vakarian went to the passenger's seat. The doors and canopy snapped shut with a hiss and the wedge-shaped vehicle took to the air, lights flashing and sirens whooping; the second car soon followed. Tali looked back and noticed the second car turn away while her car kept moving on.

"Where are they going?" she asked, trying not to let her nervousness show.

"Standard procedure," Vakarian explained as they weaved through traffic. "When there are multiple witnesses or VIPs being escorted, we take separate routes so that they're not taken out all at once." Tali reluctantly accepted the explanation. The female turian shifted in her seat so that she could look back at the passengers.

"So, what have you got that's so important you got a fast track to the Council?" she asked, casting a doubtful look Tali's way. The quarian narrowed her eyes at the C-Sec officer, but responded nonetheless.

"We have information on the attack on Choraxis Prime," the quarian explained tersely.

"You were there?" Vakarian asked in surprise. "I heard about that. I'm so sorry," he continued, pity weighing on his voice. "I can't even begin to imagine how that must have been."

"Thank you," Tali said, touched by the sincerity in the turian's voice. "It was horrible, but with this data, we can stop the person responsible for it all. Their deaths wouldn't have been in vain."

"I hear you," Vakarian agreed. "Scum like that don't even deserve a trial. Just hunt them down and put them down like the mad var—" He stopped when he looked at the dashboard screen displaying the view behind them. A skycar was trailing several dozen meters behind them. Someone leaned out of the window, holding a large and powerful-looking sniper rifle. "_Look out!_" he partner shouted.

His partner tried to swerve away, but it was too late; a thunderous boom rang through the air and the now-headless driver slumped forward, violet blood splattered around a thumb-wide hole in the windshield. The car went spinning out of control; Vakarian tried to shove the decapitated corpse aside and regain control over the vehicle. Spotting an open parking complex, Vakarian swerved into it, bringing the vehicle to a rough, skidding stop.

Vakarian's vision was faint and wobbly as his body reeled from the forced landing. His face felt warm and wet, and an experimental touch revealed a sticky, dark-blue residue on his fingers – blood. With a disoriented groan, he turned to find his partner slumped limply in her seat, blood dripping from her head.

"Are you all right?" Vakarian rasped out as he tried to unbuckle himself. When his restraints refused to unlock, he reached down and extracted a small knife from his pocket and sliced through them.

"I'm-I'm fine," she stammered out, but her form showed otherwise. Crimson blood trickled from between her fingers as she clutched her arm, and a large crack bisected her visor. A second car set down at the far end of the parking structure and opened to reveal several men toting guns, all of which were currently being pointed at them.

"Get down!" Vakarian cried out as he ducked down, Tali following suit. The gunmen opened fire, the air around the skycar flaring blue as the rounds impacted harmlessly against its kinetic barriers, barriers that were quickly stripped away as the sniper punched a new hole into the car with a deafening blast. "We're going to have to stay as low as possible," Vakarian said as he pressed a button that opened the door facing away from the shooters, "We're not going anywhere until that sniper's gone." The C-Sec officer crawled out and drew his pistol, returning fire at the assailants. Tali managed to pull herself out and hide behind the fallen vehicle. "This is Detective Garrus Vakarian; I am under attack by multiple armed assailants!" Vakarian shouted as he continued to trade shots with his would-be assassins. "I have an officer down and a quarian VIP that needs immediate medical attention. Send backup and EMTs to my position immediately." He took aim and fired, striking one unlucky attacker trying to flank him between the eyes. As he ducked down to avoid a sniper shot that left a fist-sized hole in the wall behind him, the officer grimly thought, _Four more to go_.

* * *

><p>Nihlus rapped his talons against his thigh anxiously as the C-Sec officer weaved through traffic. The faster he and his companions reached the Council, the sooner he could inform them of Saren's treachery and start a manhunt against the traitorous Spectre.<p>

He noticed the car containing Tali take a different route than them, and ignored Sidonis' inquiry about it; he was already familiar with C-Sec's transportation protocols. As they approached an intersection, Nihlus suddenly felt uneasy, a sixth sense honed by a lifetime of combat alerting him that something was amiss. He looked to both sides and saw nothing amiss, but when he looked behind him he saw a skycar with a turian hanging out of its passenger side window, pointing what looked to be an anti-materiel rifle at them.

"Get down!" he shouted out as he pulled Sidonis down, shielding him with his own body. Just as with Tali's escort, the shot ripped through the car and killed the driver, sending the vehicle spiraling out of control until it crashed into a nearby building. When Nihlus shook away the stars from his vision, he saw Detective Nassura slumped over the steering wheel with a sizable hole through her upper body, while her partner was slumped over, unconscious or dead. "Are you alright?" he asked the turian beneath him.

"Yeah," Sidonis confirmed with a pained groan. "What in the spirits' name was that?" he asked. His answer quickly came in the form of another car landing nearby, where four armed occupants climbed out.

"Check to make sure they're dead," barked out the apparent leader, a black-skinned turian with his face painted to resemble a skull. One of the other thugs cautiously approached the fallen vehicle, shotgun at the ready. He crept around the car to see Nihlus through the broken window, slumped over with blood dripping down his face. When he came close, Nihlus suddenly sprung to life, grabbing the thug by the wrist and yanking forward, smashing his face against the edge of the car. As the mercenary was stunned, Nihlus wrested the shotgun from his hands and blew him away with a shot to the torso. "Shit, get him!" the leader shouted as the remaining mercenaries opened fire on the police car.

Nihlus instinctively ducked down to avoid the gunfire that hammered against the car's now-recharged shields. Taking the opportunity to escape, Nihlus shoved the car door open and crawled out. Reaching into the backseat, the Spectre grabbed Sidonis' collar pulled him out, just barely avoiding a shot from the sniper. Passing his pilfered weapon to the other turian, he drew his own shotgun and armed a Carnage shot. He quickly stood up and fired at the group before ducking back down. The would-be assassins all scattered away from the crimson blast that splashed against the ground. Standing up, the two turians quickly drew a bead on the distracted mercenaries and opened up with their shotguns, blood spraying in the air as they fell. Three were killed in swift order, but the sniper recovered enough to return fire, causing Nihlus to duck down or risk getting obliterated. The skull-faced turian fell with a cry as Sidonis took advantage of his diverted attention and clipped him in the arm. The Spectre marched over to the fallen mercenary, who writhed on the ground in pain as he clutched his bleeding arm.

"Who sent you?" Nihlus demanded as he stood over the fallen thug. "Why were you trying to kill me?"

"I ain't telling you shit," the mercenary hissed out as he tried to stem the bleeding from his arm. Nihlus brought his foot down on the wounded limb, making the mercenary scream in agony.

"_Who sent you?_" Nihlus asked again, raising his voice to be heard over his victim's cries.

"Fuck you!" the mercenary spat out as he tried to get out from under the Spectre's foot. Nihlus removed his foot, prompting the mercenary to breathe a sigh of relief, until the Spectre pressed the muzzle of his shotgun against his thigh and placed his finger on the trigger.

"You have three seconds to tell me what I want to know, or you lose this leg," he said harshly, his eyes as sharp as two pieces of flint. "One…two…thr—"

"All right!" the thug cried out desperately, "I'll talk!" Nodding in satisfaction, Nihlus removed his shotgun from its position and waited with his arms crossed. "It was Fist!" the mercenary said. "Fist heard that there was a quarian that knew things she shouldn't have, so she needed to be shut up. We were supposed to kill her and anyone she was with."

"And where can I find this Fist?" Nihlus asked as he uncrossed his arms.

"He runs Chora's Den down in the Wards," the skull-faced thug said. "I swear that's all I know!" he pleaded. Having extracted all the information he could out of his prisoner, Nihlus pressed down on the fallen turian's throat with his foot, choking him into unconsciousness. He approached Sidonis who was waiting nearby.

"The man we're looking for is Fist, he runs Chora's Den in the Wards," Nihlus explained. "Do you know where that is?" he asked, receiving a negative headshake in response.

"I've heard of it, but I don't know how to get there," Sidonis said. A voice emerging from the C-Sec car's radio caught their attention.

"_This is Detective Garrus Vakarian; I am under attack by multiple armed assailants!_" the voice shouted, the cracking of gunfire clear in the background. "_I have an officer down and a quarian VIP that needs immediate medical attention. Send backup and EMTs to my position immediately!_" The message was punctuated by an especially loud bang and subsequent curse from Vakarian. Nihlus extricated Detective Nassura's mangled corpse and grabbed the radio.

"Detective Vakarian, this is Spectre Nihlus Kryik, what's your position?" he inquired.

"_In a parking structure near Sixth and Malora_," Vakarian answered. "_I'm pinned down and this damn sniper's been chewing away my cover bit by bit. I need backup now!_"

Gesturing Sidonis to remove the passenger from his seat, Nihlus replied, "Hold tight Detective, we'll be there in five minutes." Once Sidonis had pulled the body out and laid it on the ground, the two turians jumped into the battered cruiser and raced to reach Tali and Vakarian in time. Despite its battered state, the police cruiser bobbed and weaved through traffic as nimbly as if it had been fresh from the assembly line. As they approached the address that Vakarian had provided, Nihlus could hear the staccato cracks of gunfire emanating from a parking structure. He carefully lowered the vehicle so that he was lined up with the majority of the shooters oblivious to their impending demise. Nihlus pointed out the sniper to Sidonis and raised the passenger door. The former colony guard carefully lined up his shot and pulled the trigger, blood spurting from the sniper's chest. At the same time Nihlus gunned the accelerator; he killed the engine as soon as he was completely in the structure so that when he struck the remaining shooters, they were swept up and ground underneath the vehicle. The skycar skidded to a stop against the second police cruiser, making a loud _clunk_ as it knocked against its obliterated twin. Nihlus and Sidonis immediately jumped out and ran to find their quarian acquaintance and her guardian. They found them both slumped behind the destroyed cruiser, exhausted.

"I'm fine," Vakarian insisted, "but she's been shot. The paramedics should be here any minute. Do you know who did this?" he asked as he pulled himself to his feet.

"I interrogated one of the shooters, he said they were ordered by someone named Fist," Nihlus explained. Vakarian's cheek flaps flared in surprise. "He owns a club named Chora's Den. Do you know him?"

"Yeah, I know him," Vakarian said with a scowl. "I know where we can find him too." He cast a worried glance down at Tali, prompting Sidonis to step forward.

"I know some first aid," he declared, "I can keep Tali stable until the paramedics get here." Satisfied that Sidonis volunteered to attend to Tali in his absence, Vakarian started towards the front of his car. Realizing the sorry state of his vehicle, he then dashed to the one that Nihlus and Sidonis had rode in on and opened a compartment in the back. He pulled out a large red bag of emergency medical supplies and tossed it to Sidonis, who immediately began fussing over the wounded and drug-addled quarian before him. Vakarian also pulled out a sleek silver assault rifle that he clipped onto his back.

"Get in," he ordered Nihlus as he climbed into the driver's seat. The Spectre complied, but he had to resist the urge to roll his eyes at a C-Sec officer ordering _him_ around. Vakarian powered the cruiser up and they rushed off, siren blaring. "_Fist!_" he shouted incredulously as the blasted towards his destination. "I can't believe that Fist is behind this!"

"Why, who's Fist?" Nihlus asked as he inspected his shotgun.

"Just some lowlife," Vakarian said with a dismissive shrug, "always on our radar, but always something more important than him to worry about. We've suspected that he's an agent of the Shadow Broker, but that's what doesn't make sense about all this." He veered to dodge a car, ignoring the driver's indignant honking. "If the Shadow Broker wanted to put a hit on someone, he wouldn't do something this loud and this expensive, and Fist doesn't have enough to bankroll this himself."

"What do you mean?" Nihlus prompted.

"That sniper that was shooting at me, and I'm guessing you too?" At the Spectre's nod, Vakarian continued, "If I'm right, then the guns they were using were M-97 Widows, anti-materiel rifles developed by the quarians near the end of the Geth War; very powerful, very rare, and _very_ expensive. Just one of those rifles is worth more than Chora's Den, and unless the shooter was either a krogan or wearing custom-made, specialized body armor, then they would have needed to have been heavily modified so that they didn't break the shooters' shoulders on the first shot." Vakarian glanced to his side and saw Nihlus giving him an inquisitive look. "_What?_" the C-Sec officer said defensively. "The gunshot has a very distinctive report; if you know it, you can recognize it a mile away. Plus, the shot punched through two bulletproof-glass windows _and_ a police-grade kinetic barrier in one shot, and that's the only non-vehicle-mounted weapon that I know of capable of pulling that off. Trust me, it's an M-97 – if it's not, I'll eat my badge."

"That's…rather impressive, Detective," Nihlus said after a moment's consideration.

"I know my sniper rifles," Vakarian said with a shrug as he brought the cruiser down near a rundown alleyway. "We're still a few blocks away, but this way Fist won't hear us coming," he explained as they exited the vehicle.

The two turians stalked through the streets, Vakarian in front with Nihlus behind, both with their weapons drawn and ready. Neither spoke, the military training that both had undergone being enough for the two to communicate without words. As they approached the end of an alley, Vakarian abruptly brought up his hand to stop them. His radar showed an unknown approaching them. Vakarian gestured forward near his head, then waved his hand at Nihlus before pointing forward again near his waist: _I go high, you go low_. Nihlus nodded and Vakarian began the countdown.

Close hand, open full hand – _3…_

Close hand, open, thumb still curled in – _2…_

Close hand, raise a single digit – _1…_

Close hand, release, and clench fist – _go!_

The two turians rushed forward, weapons drawn. "Freeze!" Vakarian hissed loudly before finding himself peering down the barrel of a shotgun being grasped by a crimson claw. He traced the arm to find his assailant to be a large, heavily armored krogan clad in bloody-red armor. The reptilian alien had ruby eyes and a large head crest as bright as fire; a series of ugly gashes were scarred across the bony cap and went down to mar the krogan's pale yellow skin.

"Hello, C-Sec," the krogan greeted in a deep rumble, "didn't expect to see you here."

"Ugh," Vakarian groaned as he lowered his weapon and beckoned Nihlus to do the same. "Damn it Wrex, what are you doing here?" he demanded to the krogan.

"What, I can't take a casual stroll through the armpit of the Citadel if I feel like it?" Wrex asked in response, feigning indignation.

"Not when you were warned yesterday to keep away from the owner of a certain club down the street, no," Vakarian deadpanned. Wrex rolled his eyes and gave an annoyed huff.

"_Fine_," he groaned, "I'm here on a job. Fist was caught in bed with people he shouldn't have," the krogan explained. "I've been hired by certain interested parties to express displeasure on their behalf." Vakarian gave the krogan a suspicious glare.

"And how exactly are you going to express this displeasure?" the law officer inquired, "and from whom?"

"Divorce papers," Wrex said with a toothy grin devoid of innocence and humor, "and I'm not at liberty to say who my employers are. Professional courtesy, you see." Vakarian opened his mouth to comment further when Nihlus stepped in.

"We happen to have business with Fist as well, so how about a deal?" the dark-skinned turian offered. "We team up, catch Fist together, the officer and I get first crack at him, then we walk away and leave you two alone, what do you say?" Wrex narrowed his eyes and stomped forward; Nihlus, to his credit, did not seem the least bit intimidated, even though the krogan dwarfed him by nearly two feet.

"And how do I know that this won't bite me in the ass later?" Wrex asked suspiciously. Nihlus' black eyes glared strongly into crimson.

"You have my word as a Spectre." Wrex narrowed his eyes further at Nihlus, who narrowed his eyes in return. They were glaring so intensely that Vakarian was worried that they might start shooting each other right there, when Wrex suddenly straightened up and shrugged.

"Eh sure, whatever," he grunted. "I'm getting paid either way, let's go," he said as he began to trudge off towards Chora's Den, Nihlus following behind. Vakarian was partly confused by what just happened, and partly annoyed and outraged that Nihlus had essentially promised to leave Fist in Wrex's hands rather than allowing him to arrest the cop-killing son of a bitch. But there was a time to rage – _later_. For now, he would follow the Spectre and the mercenary krogan that he was more acquainted with than he liked. And if he tuned into the news tomorrow to find that Fist was suddenly one head shorter…

…Well, he supposed he could live with that.

* * *

><p>The trio came up to the infamous Chora's Den to find its sign off and its door sealed shut.<p>

"It's too early for them to be setting up, so there's probably just some security inside," Vakarian said as they stacked up on the door. He looked the door over with a critical eye. "It looks too thick to break down, and I'm not an expert at hacking locks, so unless one of you is, we've got a problem."

"Don't worry about it, C-Sec," Wrex said as he reached into a compartment on his leg, "I'll just use my ole skeleton key," he continued as he pulled out a two-inch-square brick of clay-like substance with an electronic device embedded into it.

"…You just _happen_ to be carrying a Mark-Twelve Breaching Charge which, by the way, is illegal for civilians to own?" Vakarian asked flatly.

"You don't?" he heard two voices answer. He turned to look behind him and saw Nihlus holding up an identical brick.

"Is there a back entrance to this place?" Nihlus asked before Vakarian could comment further. The C-Sec officer nodded in affirmation. "Here's the plan then: you two will breach here and provide a diversion while I sneak in round back and grab Fist." Before either of his companions could comment or protest, the Spectre ran off to circle around the building.

"Well, looks like we're on distraction duty," Vakarian noted dryly.

"It's not so bad," Wrex replied with a chuckle. "Live a little, C-Sec."

"I live just fine, thank you," Vakarian deadpanned. "And for your information, I actually had several people try to kill me just this morning."

"Oh?" Wrex said, interested. "How'd that work out for you?" The turian tilted his head as he pretended to ponder the question.

"Well, my car's wrecked, my partner's dead, and I almost lost the VIP I was escorting," he recited, his voice dripping with sarcasm.

"So, pretty shitty day then," Wrex said succinctly.

"A little, yeah." Wrex displayed a toothy, predatory grin as he started tossing the breaching charge in his hand.

"Feel like killing some bad guys then?" he asked.

"Ye—" Vakarian began, but paused when he realized just what he was about to agree to. With an annoyed glare, he said, "Just plant the damn charges, Wrex." The krogan rolled his eyes in exasperation and planted two charges, one at head level and one near his waist.

"I'm in position," Nihlus' voice crackled in Vakarian's ear. "Ready to breach on your go."

"Understood," Vakarian responded while gesturing for Wrex to prepare to breach. The krogan nodded and activated his omni-tool, a finger poised over the detonation command. "Breaching in five…four…three…two…one…now." Wrex detonated the charges, blowing the doors inward with a deafening blast and the two charged in.

Time seemed to flow in slow motion as they stormed in, adrenaline rushing through Vakarian's veins. Several men already were lying on the floor, writhing in pain or still as death. One turian still standing shook off his disorientation and drew his weapon, but the seasoned officer quickly took aim and pulled the trigger.

_**Bang!**_ The turian lurched back as the shot impacted his shoulder.

_**Bang!**_ A stumble as a second shot hit him center mass.

_**Bang!**_ The enemy dropped down, dead.

Another turian lying on the ground drew his pistol and fired, but the round struck harmlessly against Vakarian's kinetic barriers. A shot neatly placed between his eyes silenced him forever. In his battle haze, Vakarian could only faintly hear the thundering roar of Wrex's scattergun.

Vakarian was knocked out of his reverie by a shotgun blast smashing into him courtesy of an asari hiding behind the bar, nearly taking out his shields completely. He dove behind an overturned table for cover, barely dodging another blast that surely would have pulped his chest had it hit. Before the C-Sec officer had a chance to recover, he found himself and the table he was currently hiding behind suddenly lifting into the air, surrounded by a blue aura. The table flew aside to reveal the asari bartender shrouded in an identical aura. She raised her weapon to blow Vakarian away, but before she could pull the trigger her head suddenly exploded in a violet mist, causing him to fall to the floor as the biotic trap he was in expired along with its caster. The asari's death could be traced back to the smoking shotgun in Wrex's hand.

Wrex's attention was focused on the screaming krogan that served as the club's bouncer charging towards him. A rampaging krogan plowing into someone delivered damage comparable to being hit by a speeding car, and the sight was treated with much the same trepidation. But there were two things that spelled this krogan's doom:

One – The crimson-clad krogan was much stronger and more skilled than the whelp barreling towards him now, for Wrex was not an ordinary krogan, but a Battlemaster, an elite warrior that refined his skills through centuries of bloodshed, outliving even most asari in the most brutal of environments.

Two – As a Battlemaster, Wrex also had the rare privilege of being one of the few krogan in existence that possessed biotic powers.

Lips curled in amusement, Wrex enveloped himself in a glowing blue aura before rushing forward in a violet blur, smashing into the younger krogan and shoving him into the far wall, leaving a sizeable dent in the metal. Wrex pulled his fist back and viciously slugged his opponent in the jaw, quickly followed by a backhand that knocked teeth loose. He followed by reeling his head back and snapping it forward, smashing his head into the other krogan's, hairline fractures spreading all across the reptilian alien's crest. As the bouncer reeled from the impact, Wrex shoved his shotgun into his opponent's mouth and pulled the trigger, splattering the wall with orange blood and brain matter.

The club was silent. Half a dozen enemies lied dead; those who survived the initial assault wisely decided to flee lest they share their coworkers' fate. Wrex shook off the gore dripping from his weapon and shouldered it.

"Well, that was fun," he said with a smirk. "Shall we check up on your Spectre buddy?" he asked as he started heading to the back offices.

"He's not my buddy," Vakarian muttered as he pulled himself and dashed to catch up with the krogan.

* * *

><p>"<em>Five…four…three…two…one…now.<em>"

Nihlus activated the detonator of his own block of explosives, blasting open the back door to Chora's Den as Vakarian and Wrex breached the front. The Spectre stormed into the club two find two workers upright but dazed. Nihlus quickly dispatched the both of them with his shotgun before he walked up to Fist's office, barricaded by a locked door. The Spectre did not want to use more explosives to take this door down for fear of accidentally killing his target, so a more delicate approach was needed. Nihlus activated his omni-tool and began to hack the door lock, lines of code scrolling by on his screen. While the turian did not consider himself to be an expert hacker, the security protocols on this door were fairly simple, and easily buckled under his attacks. The door's holographic display turned green and slid open, welcoming Nihlus to gunfire. The shots were so weak that each impact barely drained his shields. He activated an Overload protocol to disable the assailant's gun before rushing over and knocking it out of his hand.

"P-Please don't kill me!" Fist cried out fearfully. Nihlus looked down, unimpressed by the simpering, cowering salarian before him. He grabbed Fist by the front of his shirt and roughly shoved him into the wall.

"Who do your work for?" Nihlus demanded forcefully.

"I-I don't know what you're talking about!" Fist quivered back. Nihlus pressed the muzzle of his recently-fired shotgun against the salarian's arm. Fist screamed in agony as the scorching-hot metal seared an ugly ring into his skin.

"Don't play dumb with me!" Nihlus snarled. "I know that you couldn't have afforded those special guns on your own, so someone gave them to you. _Now tell me who!_" He raised his gun, poised to burn Fist's other arm, when the criminal broke.

"His name is Saren!" he cried out desperately. "He's a Spectre. He gave me those guns and a shitload of credits to take out you and some quarian chick; said that she knew something that she shouldn't. I don't know why he wanted you dead and I didn't ask. Please, that's all I know…" he sobbed pitifully. Nihlus dropped his prisoner to the floor, who then curled up into a blubbering ball. He had suspected that his former mentor was behind the assassination attempt, but something seemed strange. It sounded like Tali had important information beyond being a witness to the massacre at Choraxis Prime. What information did she have that Saren wanted silenced to badly?

"Did you get anything?" Nihlus heard Vakarian ask from behind him. He turned to see the C-Sec officer and the krogan standing in the doorway.

"Yeah," the Spectre confirmed as he stowed away his weapon. "I got everything I need." Turning to Wrex, he added, "He's all yours."

"Pleasure workin' with you," he grunted in return. "Later, C-Sec," he bid Vakarian as the two turians departed, leaving him alone with Fist. "Now Fist, you've been a bad boy," he said menacingly as he approached the quivering salarian. "The Shadow Broker doesn't like it when his agents cheat on him, so I'm here to express his displeasure with you."

"Please, I'll give you anything…" Fist pleaded desperately as he shied away from the massive krogan. Wrex sat down on the desk, the furniture creaking ominously under his weight but ultimately holding, and set aside his shotgun.

"Oh, I'm sure you will," he said as he drew out a long, wicked-looking knife that gleamed in the dim lighting. "You can start by telling me everything you know about Saren Arterius…."

* * *

><p>The attempted assassination and subsequent retaliation left Nihlus woefully late for his meeting with the Council, and took nearly two days before he could be granted another audience. This was a rare privilege, as most people would have to wait months to reschedule if they missed an appointment with the Council, but as a Spectre, his emergencies took priority. Still, not even the elite commandos could completely bypass the seas of bureaucracy, hence the wait.<p>

During that time, he, Vakarian, and Sidonis had taken turns watching over the bedridden Tali in case Saren tried another assassination attempt. The quarian's suit had flooded her system with antibiotics the moment its seal was breached, but it could not stave off infection entirely. That, combined with blood loss and stress from the firefight left her incredibly weak; she spent the majority of the past two days unconscious.

Out of boredom, Nihlus looked up the military records of both Sidonis and Vakarian. Lantar Sidonis' record showed that he had above-average medical skills, especially for one who was not trained as a dedicated medic, but was otherwise a fairly average soldier. The file for one Garrus Vakarian, however, was much more interesting. In addition to having some of the highest marks in sniping in the past 15 years, he was certified in the calibration and maintenance of several heavy weapons, including the M35 IFV's main cannon and the spinal cannon for a Cruiser-class ship. His sterling credentials were marred by several citations for insubordination and reckless behavior, often taking unnecessary risks to achieve his objectives, sometimes against the orders of his superiors.

Finally he met with the Council in their offices, a venue more secure than a holo-communication or meeting in the public atrium. Directly across from Nihlus sat the asari representative Tevos; to her left sat the salarian Valern and to her right was the turian Sparatus.

"Spectre Kryik, I am pleased to see that you're doing well after that incident the other day," Councilor Tevos said in a serious, yet pleasant tone befitting her status as an asari matron. "You said that you had some important information regarding the attack on Choraxis Prime?" she prompted.

"Yes," Nihlus responded with a nod. "I know who was responsible for the attack: Saren Arterius." Years of political experience (centuries, in Councilor Tevos' case) allowed the galactic leaders to take the news with the barest hint of surprise.

"That is a very grave accusation, Kryik," said Councilor Valern, "do you have any proof of this?" Nihlus gritted his teeth in frustration; he had not been doubted since before he had joined the Spectres.

"He was leading the geth forces on Choraxis Prime, and tried to kill me when we encountered each other," he ground out, his voice level but his tone harsher than propriety demanded. "I am a Spectre, my word should be sufficient."

"And normally, it would be," Councilor Sparatus placated his fellow turian, "but when the accused is another Spectre, and a senior one as well, we must be certain. Do you have _any_ evidence to support your claim?" he asked. Nihlus nodded and recounted what he had learned from Fist's interrogation.

"It is a shame that we cannot corroborate your information, since the news reported Fist's untimely death yesterday," Councilor Valern lamented. "Do you have anything else to provide?"

"…Not yet, Councilor," Nihlus admitted reluctantly. Councilor Tevos' eyebrow rose slightly at his response.

"'_Yet_,' Spectre Kryik?" she inquired. "Do you expect to be receiving new information in the future?"

"According to Fist, one of the reasons for the attack was that Saren believed that the quarian girl that had accompanied me held information that he did not want revealed," Nihlus explained.

"A quarian?" Councilor Sparatus scoffed dubiously. "And how can we trust that any '_evidence_' that she provides is genuine?" he asked, using his talons to mime air quotes around "evidence."

"If it is electronic in nature, then it can be easily authenticated by our own experts," Councilor Tevos retorted. "I recommend that we reserve judgment on this matter until we have reviewed whatever evidence that Spectre Kryik's quarian accomplice may provide."

"I agree," said Councilor Valern. Turning to Nihlus, he said, "Bring us this evidence and we will revisit this issue, Spectre Kryik. Until then, this matter is adjourned." Steeling his expression to hide his disappointment and frustration, Nihlus stood up and bowed his head.

"I understand. Thank you for your time, Councilors," he said calmly before quietly departing. Stepping out onto the street, Nihlus hailed a taxi to take him to the hospital. While the skycar zipped in and out of traffic, the Spectre silently fumed. The entire purpose of the Spectre Corps was to protect the galaxy without being delayed by the hassle of red tape, but now when he came with knowledge of the mastermind behind a near-total extermination of a colony, he was stonewalled like a common cop! The Spectre continued to brood as he entered the hospital towards the quarantine wing.

Due to their weakened, nearly non-existent immune systems, the rare case of a quarian patient on the Citadel had to be handled with all the care and delicacy of a plague carrier. Each patient had their own sterile room. Anyone and anything that was to be taken into the room had to step into an adjoining decontamination chamber similar to those on starships and personnel had to be wearing hermetically sealed suits so as to not introduce any contaminants from their own bodies.

Nihlus came up to Tali's room to find Sidonis standing by an observation window.

"You're just in time," the colony guard said when he saw the Spectre approach, "she just woke up," he continued as he pointed to the window. Nihlus stepped up to the window to see a hazmat suit-clad asari fussing over Tali, who had removed her suit in favor of a standard-issue hospital gown. Except for her hands and legs, which were shaped more like a turian's, Tali – and quarian women in general – looked remarkably like gray-skinned asari, except for a head adorned with hair instead of tentacle-like crests. Tali's long, ebony locks currently hung limply around her face. When she saw Nihlus and Sidonis she gave a weak wave in greeting. While Sidonis waved back, Nihlus activated the wall-mounted communicator.

"How is she, Doctor?" he asked. The asari finished the inspection of one of the many medical devices currently attached to the bedridden quarian and approached her own communicator.

"She's doing quite well," she replied. "Assuming no further complications, I estimate she should be recovered enough to be discharged in a week." In the background, Nihlus could faintly hear Tali cheer in the distinct tone of one who was excited, but lacked the energy to express true enthusiasm.

"Is she well enough to speak to?" Nihlus asked. "She has information that I need." The asari turned and cast a worried look at Tali before reluctantly nodding.

"She is, but I wouldn't recommend more than a few minutes," the doctor said, "she still needs plenty of rest." Ignoring Tali's protests that she was fine, the doctor added, "Give me a few minutes and I'll help you suit up."

The doctor checked on a few more things before she exited the sterile room and helped seal Nihlus into his own suit, sealing up the hard-to-reach places and ensuring that there were no leaks. Satisfied that he was safely contained, the duo stepped into the decontamination chamber. The room filled with disinfecting mist while a laser scanned over their bodies, seeking out and sterilizing any stray microbes.

"I'll stay here so you can have some privacy," the doctor said; she was aware of how Spectres operated. "But I'll be monitoring Miss Zorah's vitals, and if I feel that she's becoming too distressed, I don't care if you are a Spectre, I _will_ have you removed, am I clear?" she asked, leveling a hard stare at Nihlus.

"Crystal." As a Spectre, Nihlus technically had the authority to override any orders or protests made by the doctor, but after learning early in his career just how protective of their patients an irate doctor could be, he decided that it was easier for him to just comply with the doctor's wishes. Finally the decontamination procedure concluded and the doors slid open, allowing him entry into the patient room.

"How did the meeting with the Council go?" Tali asked as Nihlus approached the communicator and inputted some commands, making the observation window frost into opaqueness. The turian sighed and pulled up a chair to sit down on.

"Not as well as I'd hoped," he said simply, refusing to elaborate. "The man who orchestrated the attack on us – Fist – he said that you were targeted because you had information. What did he mean by that?" he asked. The quarian girl frowned in confusion.

"I don't know anything about an infor…. Oh Tali, you stupid _bosh'tet_," she groaned as she slapped her forehead.

"What? What is it?" Nihlus demanded. Tali sighed and shifted in her bed.

"Normally when a geth is destroyed, its memory banks are wiped clean," she began to explain. "However, I found out that if I was fast and lucky enough, I could salvage some data. They were scraps, fragments of fragments, but as I kept collecting them, I noticed that some of them seemed to be connected, so I started to put them back together. That must have been the information that Fist was referring to."

"What is it? I need that information!" Nihlus declared.

"I don't know, I wasn't finished reconstructing it," Tali answered with a shake of her head. "All I know is that it's an audio file. If I had my omni-tool, I could finish it." Nodding in satisfaction, Nihlus immediately got up and pressed his finger to the intercom.

"Sidonis, I need you to find Miss Zorah's effects and bring me her omni-tool ASAP," he ordered. The other turian acknowledged the order and quickly departed. He evidently had no trouble obtaining the device, for a few minutes later, Nihlus heard the outer airlock door slide open, followed by the muffled voice of Sidonis explaining the situation to the doctor waiting inside. The doo slid closed, followed by the hiss of the decontamination procedures starting anew. Minutes later, the inner door opened to allow entrance to the doctor, omni-tool in hand. A thin, delicate-looking device, a silver box two fingers in size with flexible bands on either end barely the width of a finger, it was a computer capable of performing dozens of unique features and storing hundreds of terabytes of information. Nihlus took the device with a nod of thanks and handed it to its owner, who strapped it onto her arm and activated it, an orange holographic gauntlet encapsulating her forearm. A screen popped into existence and hundreds of lines of code streamed down the display, faster than Nihlus' eyes could follow; yet, the quarian seemed to have no trouble reading it.

"How long 'til you can get it done?" the Spectre asked as Tali painstakingly reassembled the fragmented bits of code.

"I don't know, tomorrow maybe?" Tali replied distractedly as she continued to fiddle with her omni-tool. Nihlus had hoped that he could get that information sooner, but there was little point in pressuring the quarian girl, especially with her doctor right outside.

"Let me know as soon as you're finished," he said before leaving the room, pausing to render the observation window transparent once more. Once Nihlus had exited the room and removed himself from his biohazard suit, he stood vigilant by the door. This information would need to be brought to the Council's attention as soon as possible, and he was willing to wait all night for it if necessary.

His patience was soon rewarded; Tali slaved diligently over the code and finished assembling the file that night. After going through the tedious process of suiting up and going through decontamination, Nihlus stood by the bedridden quarian's side.

"Play it," he ordered. Tali nodded and pressed a button on her omni-tool, activating the newly-reconstructed audio file. The sound crackled slightly, but the voices were clear as day.

"_…How would we find this Conduit?_" inquired a strong, authoritative female voice that Nihlus did not recognize. "_I doubt that information as to its whereabouts would just be lying around, or else it would have been found by now._"

"That is true," replied a male voice, one that Nihlus was familiar with: Desolas Arterius, a former general who had disappeared some years before after he was discovered spearheading genetic experiments that crossed the line of illegality into utter heinousness. "_The only place where information on the Conduit would be found would be on an intact prothean beacon. The difficult part would be locating such a rare and valuable artifact._"

"_Perhaps not as difficult as you think, brother,_" spoke Saren's guttural drawl. "_I've heard chatter of an intact beacon that has just been unearthed on Choraxis Prime. If we move fast, we can secure it before Citadel forces arrive._"

"_An excellent find, Saren,_" Desolas congratulated his brother. "_It seems that fate is smiling upon us._"

"_Indeed,_" said the female speaker with less enthusiasm, "_though I cannot help but wonder how exactly you plan on securing the beacon undetected. This ship is not the most common or inconspicuous of designs, after all,_" she continued dryly.

"_With our new geth allies, it would be a simple matter to annihilate the colony,_" the traitorous Spectre replied matter-of-factly. "_Its destruction would conceal any evidence of our involvement, and if necessary we can destroy the beacon so that no one else can access its information._"

"_We'll set course for Choraxis Prime immediately,_" Desolas decreed. "_With this beacon, we will find ourselves one step closer to the Conduit…_"

"_…One step closer to the return of the Reapers…_" the female continued.

"_…And one step closer to ascension,_" Saren finished. With the file concluded, Tali's omni-tool blinked out of existence. Nihlus frowned as he pondered the new information. He only knew General Desolas by reputation, but he suspected that even in disgrace the wanted turian had considerable resources, considering how he had managed to evade capture thus far. He also wondered what would compel Saren to betray the Council and align with his mad brother, for he doubted that his strong-willed mentor would turn against everything that he swore an oath to protect simply out of fraternal loyalty. There were so many other questions too: Who was the woman? What was the Conduit? Who – or what – were these Reapers that they spoke of? What did they mean by "ascension?" So many questions, but none of them could be answered until he captured at least one of them.

Nihlus took a copy of the file and immediately made his way to the Spectre headquarters near the Citadel embassies in the Presidium. The central hub for all Spectre operations, it is one of the most secure locations in the entire Citadel, except for possibly a few top-secret locations meant to contain the Council in the event of an attack.

One of the Spectre HQ's most powerful resources was an enormous database that catalogued the majority of the citizens in Citadel space by a variety of parameters including facial, genetic, and most importantly in this case, vocal. By analyzing the voices of the Arterius brothers on the recording and comparing to archived recordings of their speech, Nihlus was able to confirm their identities with 99.96% accuracy. Unfortunately, he could not confirm the identity of the woman, for he had no idea where to start his search, and with millions of women living on the Citadel alone, it would be virtually impossible to find a match through brute force. Still, two out of three matches made Nihlus confident in presenting this evidence to the Council, and placed a call to Councilor Valern. As a salarian, he naturally needed less sleep than most other races in the galaxy, and had a reputation for working late into the night, so was the most easily reached councilor on short notice.

"Ah, Spectre Kryik," the lizard-like councilor greeted in surprise, "to what do I owe the pleasure for this late-night call?" he asked.

"Sir, I have proof that Saren Arterius was behind the attack on Choraxis Prime," Nihlus reported urgently.

"So soon?" Councilor Valern exclaimed in surprise. "Very well, I'll wake up the other councilors and we will review this evidence of yours." Within half an hour, Councilors Tevos and Sparatus appeared as well; unlike their salarian counterpart, who looked as rested and refreshed as he did when they met that morning, the turian and asari representatives were in a more weary state. Councilor Sparatus' clothes were mismatched and wrinkled, like they had been thrown on without much care or thought, and constantly struggled to stifle a yawn. Councilor Tevos, normally as cool and impassive as a still lake, cut a considerably less impressive figure in a bathrobe with bleary, half-lidded eyes and a large mug of brewing tea in one hand.

"Damn it, Kryik, this better be good," Sparatus grumbled tiredly.

"I assure you, Councilor, this won't be a waste of your time," Nihlus said. "Councilors, I present to you unassailable proof that Saren Arterius was behind the attack on Choraxis Prime." Without fanfare or flourish, he played the recording, the voices echoing throughout the room. Once the playback ended, the three councilors sat in stunned silence.

"Well…" said Councilor Valern, the first to regain his composure, "that was…most disconcerting."

"Indeed," Councilor Tevos agreed as she absentmindedly sipped her tea.

"I have already confirmed that the two men are Saren and his brother, General Desolas," Nihlus continued. "However, I do not know who the woman on the recording is."

"Unfortunately, I do," Tevos admitted grimly. "She is an asari matriarch named Benezia, but why would she throw in her lot with a rogue Spectre and a wanted fugitive?"

"I don't know, but I do know that a matriarch, with all the power and resources that entails, allied with one of our most decorated Spectres and a disgraced general with a penchant for cruel experiments does not fill me with hope," declared Councilor Sparatus, now wide awake. "I move that we strip Saren Arterius of all his power and privileges of being a Spectre, and send Kryik here to apprehend him and his co-conspirators."

"Agreed," Tevos and Valern said simultaneously.

"I will also try to freeze Matriarch Benezia's assets, but my influence over the other matriarchs is not absolute, so that may be more difficult," Councilor Tevos continued before taking a sip of her tea and releasing a heavy sigh. "Unfortunately, without knowing where they are, apprehending them will be difficult," she pointed out. "The only potential lead that I can think of would be Matriarch Benezia's daughter, Doctor Liara T'soni. She is an archaeologist that specializes in prothean artifacts. If you find her, you may get a clue as to where her mother is, as well as what this 'Conduit' or these 'Reapers' might be," she further suggested.

"I thank you for your swift decision, Councilors," Nihlus said with a bow of appreciation. After a moment's thought, he continued, "I also request permission to bring the quarian girl with me."

"_What?!_" Councilor Sparatus exclaimed in outrage, a not entirely unexpected reaction. "You're seriously asking to bring a _quarian_ onto our most advanced, most heavily classified ship?" Sidonis, Tali, and Vakarian had all proven their worth to Nihlus, but while he could bring the two turians aboard with little difficulty, bringing Tali onboard might be more difficult.

"I understand your hesitance, Councilor," Nihlus assured his racial representative. The quarians had a reputation for being thieves and spies, especially where new technology was concerned. "Despite being a civilian, she has proven herself to be capable on the battlefield, and she was instrumental in providing this evidence," he explained. "Furthermore, I am likely to encounter geth in my pursuit of Saren and his cohorts, and who better to help me combat the geth than one of their creators?" The councilors considered his argument, though Councilor Sparatus continued to seethe in outrage.

"I agree with your logic, Spectre, so I approve your request," Councilor Tevos decreed.

"And I as well," Councilor Valern concurred. Seeing that he was outnumbered, Councilor Sparatus reluctantly nodded his assent as well.

"Though note that you will be responsible for her," the turian councilor pointed out aggressively. "If any of the technology on the _Beacon_ is later found in the hands of the quarians or, spirits forbid, the _Terminus Systems_, then it will be on _your_ head, understand?" he snarled.

"I understand, Councilor," Nihlus said with a bow. "I will take full responsibility for Miss Zorah's actions onboard the _Beacon of Unity_."

"Then you have your mission, Spectre," Councilor Tevos said. "For now, go home and rest; it will take a few days before we can locate Doctor T'soni's whereabouts. Once she has been found your task will be to bring her into custody and ascertain her allegiances. Good luck, Spectre, and may the Goddess bless you on your journey."

* * *

><p>The other day, it occurred to me that I don't really need to hang onto the chapters on SpaceBattles as long as I do, so from now on, new chapters will be posted here a few weeks after I post them there.<p>

Next chapter will return to the human side of things.

Don't forget to leave a review.


End file.
